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dedication

Elaine Torda
Elaine Torda should get a Purple Heart—or perhaps a Gold and Green
Heart in NCHC’s colors—for serving as president of the organization during
the plague year. She helped to deconstruct and reconstruct all the NCHC
traditions, transposing them online even when that seemed virtually impossible. In reward for all that work, she did not get to bask in the gratitude and
congratulations that we all owed to her; instead, she just saw a bunch of hands
waving in little boxes on the Zoom screen.
Fortunately, Elaine had plenty of background experience to help her
adapt honors to COVID’s contingencies. Having been an active member of
NCHC for over eighteen years, and after previously serving as a member of
the NCHC Board of Directors, she was elected to serve as Vice President in
2018 and then as President Elect and Chair of the Conference Committee in
2019, when the annual conference was held in New Orleans—a more popular destination than Zoom.
In her earlier life in the NCHC, Elaine served as Co-Chair of the TwoYear College Committee for two years and then as Chair for another decade.
She is also an NCHC Recommended Site Visitor and has served on numerous ad hoc committees in addition to giving diverse conference presentations
vii
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year after year. All the while, she was also active in the Northeast Regional
Honors Council. For her many contributions to honors, Elaine received
recognition in 2013 as an NCHC Fellow and was awarded the 2015 Ron
Brandolini Award for Excellence at a Two-Year Institution.
Her career in honors and in two-year-college education includes two
decades at Orange County Community College in Middletown, New York,
where she is and has for many years been Coordinator of the Honors Program, Chair of Interdisciplinary Studies, and Professor of English. Elaine has
previously taught at the University of Wyoming, the University of Vermont’s
Church Street Center, North Country Community College in Malone, New
York, and Mount Senario College in Ladysmith, Wisconsin. She earned her
BA degree at St. Michael’s College in Vermont and her MA at Concordia
College in Quebec. Finally, among her most interesting accomplishments is
having served as Head Volleyball Coach at Middlebury College, SUNY Potsdam, and Mount Scenario College.
For all her contributions to the NCHC and to honors and also for steering the Ship of Honors in the Year of Covid, we gratefully dedicate this volume
of Honors in Practice to Elaine Torda.

viii

editor’s introduction
Ada Long
University of Alabama at Birmingham

This journal of the plague year has attracted a record number of submissions, creating the thickest volume of Honors in Practice since its inception in
2005. The inclusion of essays in response to a Call for Papers about COVID19 is no doubt responsible for some of this torrent of submissions, but
research essays have also come in at a greater rate than before, not to mention
the “Brief Ideas about What Works in Honors.” As you will see, the essays on
the pandemic’s effects on honors mostly make the best of a fraught and frustrating year for honors administrators, faculty, and students, identifying ways
that the disruptions in normal routines have led to innovations and improvements. Perhaps the onrush of journal submissions is also an unexpected
benefit of COVID. Despite all the inconveniences and challenges that honors
educators have endured, an unintended consequence of COVID may be that
they have had a kind of free time that they have not had before: time they
would have spent driving to and from campus, sitting in faculty meetings,
lunching with colleagues, chatting in the halls. The absence of these routine
activities no doubt has had negative consequences, but Honors in Practice may
have been the beneficiary of this free time. While we all look forward to putting the pandemic behind us, we can also hope that the outpouring of creative
activity will be part of the new normal.
Before presenting the journal articles, this volume of HIP includes a
slightly revised version of the Founders Award Acceptance Speech delivered
via Zoom on 18 December 2020 by Jeffrey A. Portnoy of Georgia State University, Perimeter College. Portnoy earned this highest NCHC award for his
two decades of contributions to the organization and to honors education,
above all his inauguration and editorship of the NCHC Monograph Series
and his role in chairing the Publications Board lo these many years and in
helping to launch both NCHC journals, Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council in 2000 and Honors in Practice in 2005. Known for his wit, pranks,
bon mots, and Bloody Marys, Portnoy emerges from his editorial shadows
and his waggish persona to express serious thanks for his years in the NCHC:
for the labors and joys of cultivating excellence, collegiality, and humanity in
all his work. He says, “If some sort of moral emerges out of the career trajectory that has landed me in the Founders Award garden, I suspect that it reads
like the following for students. I hope that you will find somewhere early in
ix
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your careers a community, albeit occasionally fractious and dysfunctional, of
co-conspirators that resonates for you as NCHC did for me.” Under the green
thumb of Jeffrey A. Portnoy, the NCHC has bloomed into a vibrant public
voice for honors.
It is fitting that Portnoy’s speech is followed by an essay from another
longtime, major contributor to the NCHC, who has served on the Publications Board and has published extensively on honors over the past many
years, including the monograph Fundrai$ing for Honor$: A Handbook. To his
substantial body of work, Larry R. Andrews of Kent State University now
adds “Coordinating Multi-Campus Honors Programs and Colleges.” Based
on an informal 2019 survey, on years of experience, and on common sense,
Andrews lays out the issues and solutions that arise from trying to coordinate the often complex multi-campus honors arrangements that have grown
more prevalent in recent years. Like all things honors, these arrangements are
necessarily various and context-determined, allowing no simple formula for
success. Andrews can and does, however, offer various models and guidelines
for establishing multiple-campus administrative structures, quality standards,
curricula, faculty selection procedures, formats for student mobility, effective
communications, scholarship awards, budgeting, and governance. For honors
administrators who seek to begin or improve a system of coordinating honors
across multiple campuses, Andrews’s essay will be an invaluable guide.
The upscaling of honors has been a decades-long trend, one result of
which is the evolution of multi-campus structures such as the one addressed
by Andrews, but probably the major component of this trend has been the
broadscale transformation of programs into colleges during the past two
decades. “From Program to College: The Vision and Curriculum Evolution
of the Virginia Tech Honors College”—by Stephanie N. Lewis, Anne-Lise K.
Velez, Desen S. Ozkan, Raymond C. Thomas, and Kimberly A. Carlson—
describes one such transformation. The authors write that the shift to a college
resulted not just in growth of the faculty, curriculum, and budget but also
a return to the “the spirit and purpose of early-1960s honors experiments”
and increased focus on social responsibility. The authors describe the interand trans-disciplinary innovations in the course offerings, the new diploma
option, the development of an honors-affiliated faculty, and the expanded
research focus of the curriculum. Using Virginia Tech as an illustration, the
authors offer ideas for making the transition to an honors college a significant
benefit to the quality of education for students, faculty, the institution, and
the community.
x
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A different trend in the past couple of decades has been the diversification of honors. Andrea Radasanu and Gregory Barker of Northern Illinois
University (NIU) have described one example of this trend in “The Role of
Admissions Practices in Diversifying Honors Populations: A Case Study.”
The broad consensus has been that reliance on test scores for admissions
disadvantages students of non-majority races, ethnic groups, social classes,
cultural backgrounds, and economic standings. In 2020–2021, the NIU
Honors Program transitioned to a “test-blind environment with holistic
admissions protocols that identifies students who are academically strong
as well as engaged in extracurricular activities,” and they ran parallel admissions protocols “to determine if a test-blind environment fostered greater
inclusivity and diversity in the first-year honors cohort.” The authors survey
the background research on their topic, describe their institutional context,
explain their methodology, and describe the survey instrument they designed
to determine if holistic review helped attract a more diverse applicant pool,
helped diversify the honors program, and avoided incorporating privilege
into the holistic review. Their study, which led to many interesting findings,
indicated not only that “a more diverse applicant pool can emerge from the
shift to test-blind holistic admissions” but that the resulting cohort can be a
better fit for an honors program.
Another essay based on statistical analysis of a student survey is “A View
of Health as a Human Right: A Snapshot from an Honors Program” by Peter
Longo, Satoshi Machida, and John Falconer at the University of Nebraska at
Kearney (UNK). The authors begin their essay with an interesting history
of attitudes toward health and human rights going back to ancient Greece so
that they can clarify the issues at stake in their study. To determine attitudes
among UNK honors students about healthcare as a human right, the authors
administered a survey in April of 2019 and collected 71 responses. Including a focus on student attitudes toward healthcare in the categories of their
hometown, state, country, and world, as well as their views on federal versus state responsibility for healthcare, the authors zeroed in on the question
of whether access to healthcare is a human right. Among other findings, the
survey revealed that the more strongly students believe in a rights-based perspective, the more likely they are to believe that healthcare is a human right
and the more they support governmental responsibility for healthcare. The
authors also conclude, “One of the most critical lessons from this study is
that honors programs can provide an environment for students to learn about
highly abstract and complex issues.”
xi
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Also presenting results of a student survey is the essay “Building Bridges
in Interdisciplinary Team-Taught Honors Seminars” by Laurence Carlin and
Heike Alberts of the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh. Their study focuses on
student perceptions of interdisciplinary, team-taught classes and was administered to two cohorts of first-semester honors students in the fall of 2018 and
2019. In each of the semesters studied, the students took one of three interdisciplinary classes, each taught by a team of two faculty members. While the
survey responses of 174 students showed that they perceived the benefits of
courses team-taught by faculty from different academic areas, the disciplines
of the teachers and the structure of the courses—especially the degree to
which a structure allowed clear and regular connections between the disciplines—had a significant impact on the students’ perception of a course’s
effectiveness. The survey’s revelation of the advantages and challenges presented by different combinations of teachers and by different formats of the
team-teaching can provide insights for other honors faculty and administrators designing team-taught honors courses.
In “Forming Oral History Researchers: Diversifying and Innovating
Honors Experiential Learning across Campus,” Myrriah Gómez and Anna M.
Nogar describe a “three-phase, multiyear, interdisciplinary oral history project” they conducted at the University of New Mexico (UNM). In 2018, the
authors formed a research team with thirty-four students in their conjoined
classes—one an honors class and the other a class in Spanish—to study
Nuevomexicanx baby boomers. After a discussion of oral history theories and
practices as well as the background literature on the goals of honors education, the authors describe the measures they took to prepare the students for
conducting oral histories and then the technical and substantive nature of the
interviews the students conducted. Each student conducted two interviews
with a narrator: one focusing on the narrator’s “life history” and the other on
a topic that the narrator raised in the first interview. The course culminated
in a public ceremony to which the narrators were invited and where the “students posted their narrators’ biographies, including accompanying photos,
in the presentation space.” The students conducting this research expanded
their knowledge of an older generation, of the Nuevomexicanx culture, and
of each other.
In “Tough Talks: Student-Led Programs to Facilitate Civil Discourse,”
Leah Horton, Doug Corbitt, and Booker White of the University of Central
Arkansas describe a mentoring program that has become a signature component of the Schedler Honors College. After thirty or forty hours of training
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with faculty coordinators, the mentors, typically sophomores, help prepare
incoming honors students for college in a variety of ways, and Tough Talks
are the centerpiece of this process. Taking place monthly inside the residence
hall, “Tough Talks have been carefully designed to foster productive dialogue
and not devolve into heated arguments.” They address controversial issues,
like racial injustice or organized religion, always with a clear and explicit set
of ground rules reenforced by the mentor, rules that set limits and prevent ad
hominem arguments. The mentors select the topic for discussion from suggestions by the students and are in charge of leading the conversations and
keeping them both civil and interesting, but a faculty member is present if
needed. After rooting the rationale for the Tough Talk in the honors literature, the authors write, “As honors educators we want our students to think
critically, listen actively, and recognize the dignity and worth of each individual in our communities,” and they suggest that the format of the Tough
Talk provides a safe environment to practice these skills.
In “Close Reading Responses: A Streamlined Approach to Teaching
Critical-Thinking Writing in Honors,” Katie Quirk describes a strategy for
teaching critical thinking that is based on a scaffolded sequence of writing
assignments. Designed to accommodate the four-semester, reading-intensive
Great Books sequence of honors classes in the University of Maine Honors
College, Quirk’s assignments are based on the assumption that “the volume
of writing does not necessarily equate with improved student learning” and
instead allow students “repeated, scaffolded, and condensed practice in crafting the critical-thinking bare bones of a longer paper.” Inspired by a Berkeley
City College lab-based course, Quirk’s approach is initially puzzling to students because it does not produce the kind of papers that students are used
to writing but instead enacts a meticulous writing process that slowly builds
on itself. One student described the process this way: “The writing assignments that we did were organized like miniature essay outlines, which were
extremely valuable and helped me strengthen the basis of my essays, overall
producing higher quality writing.” Quirk also argues that “break[ing] down
complex tasks and expectations into their component parts” is advantageous
to students from less privileged backgrounds.
The final three essays in this section incorporate theater or popular
culture into enhancing and enlivening honors education. “‘One Singular Sensation’: Integrating Personal Narratives into the Honors Classroom” draws on
the musical A Chorus Line to inspire a means to make Air Force cadets realize
and express their individuality within the context of military uniformity. Marc
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Napolitano, Director of Faculty Development at the United States Air Force
Academy (USAFA), and Mimi Killinger, from the University of Maine but
appointed as Distinguished Visiting Professor in the USAFA Scholars Program, describe a strategy they have developed at the USAFA that focuses “on
students as individuals within an academic collective,” encouraging them to
“develop a deeper and more complex sense of their selves and narratives within
their intellectual and social contexts.” Incorporating the unconventional and
transgressive approaches to education recommended by the NCHC and in
the honors literature, the authors bring the personal narratives of the students
into the classroom just as the director in A Chorus Line elicits the narratives
of the dancers in their auditions. Just as the fictional director turns the stage
over to the dancers, the honors professor can turn the class over to the students, allowing them “to demonstrate their knowledge and learning in ways
that reflect the diverse backgrounds of the group.” The authors offer specific
suggestions for integrating personal narratives into the honors classroom so
that students can step out of line, defy the forces of standardization, express
their humanity as individuals, and reveal their diversity.
Continuing the focus on popular culture and also anticipating the group
of essays on honors and COVID, Evan W. Faidley describes a course he taught
online at the University of Akron in fall 2020 called “Exploring Higher Education through Popular Culture.” His essay, “‘Movies, TV Shows, and Memes
. . . Oh My!’: An Honors Education through Popular Culture and Critical
Pedagogy,” describes how he and his students watched, analyzed, and deconstructed the stereotypes about higher education in movies, television shows,
and commercials. In order to disrupt the “inherently passive acceptance of
media portrayals of the college environment and its stakeholders,” the course
used critical social theory (CST) as a central framework, challenging their
core beliefs. Examining media portrayals ranging from National Lampoon’s
Animal House and Saturday Night Live to the Netflix series Dear White People,
students in the class considered depictions of professors, the college student
experience, athletics, Greek life, gender and sexuality, race and class, and
international models of education. Through an interdisciplinary approach to
higher education, the course encouraged students to recognize the misleading images they had likely taken for granted, to apply critical thinking skills to
such images, and to understand the culture, in college and beyond, in a way
that would encourage social change.
In “Teaching Hamilton: A Team-Taught, Interdisciplinary Honors Course,”
Rusty Jones and Gregory Shufeldt describe a course they team-taught twice
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at Butler University. The course focused their different disciplinary perspectives—music theory and political science—on the popular musical while
accommodating music students with no background in political science and
vice versa. The authors describe the challenges of planning a course for students of varied backgrounds and with different levels of familiarity with the
musical. The planning was also complex because their goal “was not to have
musical days and political days but to be equal partners in the preparation,
delivery, and evaluation of the course.” The authors describe the pedagogical
particularities of teaching a musical to non-musicians and of teaching history
and political science to non-majors, and they describe the assignments for
the course as well as the student reactions to the two iterations of the course
in 2017 and 2020, positive in both cases but more so in the later course when
the co-teachers could build on previous experience. They also remark, in a
way that anticipates the next section of essays, that they could “promote an
interdisciplinary approach in even more depth after moving to online instruction for the second half of our spring 2020 section due to the COVID-19
pandemic. . . .”
***
Despite complaints about the disruptions, uncertainties, and pedagogical hazards that have informed the discourse about COVID-19 within higher
education, the essays elicited by the following Call for Papers are remarkably
upbeat:
For the 2021 volume of HIP, we invite contributions to a special section on how honors faculty and administrators have been dealing
with the corona virus. Submissions might focus on the difficulties or
delights of online teaching in honors, any challenges you have faced
resulting from anxiety (mental, emotional, medical, or technological) among your students and/or you, any unexpected experience
you have had, and any advice you have for other honors educators
based on your experience. We suggest an essay length of 1000–2000
words but do not plan to be strict about word count.
Betsy Greenleaf Yarrison of the University of Baltimore leads off this
section of Honors in Practice with an essay titled “‘To Seek A Newer World’:
Honors in Virtual Reality.” She exhorts honors faculty to relinquish the past
and embrace the possibilities of new online formats for honors that break
free from the synchronicity and time constraints of in-class learning. In this
context, extroverts are not privileged over introverts, and lower costs provide
access to working adults, racial minorities, and economically disadvantaged
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students. Faculty, she argues should embrace the NCHC Basic Characteristic that honors “serves as a laboratory within which faculty feel welcome to
experiment with new subjects, approaches, and pedagogies.”
Yarrison seems to anticipate that honors educators will resist the change
to online teaching and other new formats introduced and required by the
pandemic, but the opposite seems to be the case. All the other submissions
describe creative adaptations that have arisen from the new technologies and
pedagogical changes required by the pandemic. The three major themes that
arise from these essays are connection, community-building, and innovation.
In “Fostering Community in the Face of COVID: Case Studies from Two
Community College Honors Programs,” Anne Dotter of Johnson County
Community College and Kathleen King of Hillsborough Community College describe two ways of adapting to the regimens required by the pandemic.
In addition to implementing regular classes and activities in new and sometimes better ways, both colleges created experiences, such as film nights, that
kept their honors communities connected while also establishing new “best
practices” that will likely remain in place after the pandemic.
Two essays describe traditional and ongoing honors forums that, in
adapting to a remote format, increased participation, connection, and community. Bruce Thompson of Frederick Community College, in “Virtual
Honors Forum,” describes a shift from a face-to-face to an online forum that
was “overwhelmingly positive,” and despite some glitches, asynchronous as
well as synchronous remote learning and also pre-recoded live student presentations are two of the new features that the program will maintain after
the pandemic. Another adaptation of a traditional honors forum for first-year
students is the subject of “Creativity in the Age of COVID: Honors Comes
‘Home’” by Ilene D. Lieberman of Widener University. Lieberman describes
incorporating, for instance, online collaborative drawing and poetry in order
to bring students together, help them overcome their anxieties, and make
them feel at home.
Creating community through collaboration during the pandemic is the
focus of the next two essays. In “Learning in Teams During a Pandemic,”
Aaron D. Cobb of Auburn University at Montgomery describes discovering
that, through adapting to the exigencies of COVID, “collaborative, team-based
strategies are a fruitful pedagogy for enhancing learning and scaffolding community” especially in arduous times. One of his students remarked, “We all
kind of carried each other as if we were battle-worn soldiers because this has
been the hardest year many of us have faced.” Jayda Coons of the University
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of Tennessee at Chattanooga also had students work collaboratively, as she
describes in “Meditations in an Emergency: Collaborating Online in Narratives of Illness and Care.” As part of a course studying narratives of illness, the
students wrote their own personal narratives online; then organized their narratives into a series of books on themes like “Diagnosis” and “Healing”; then
edited and designed the books as a team; and finally printed the books. These
team projects “allowed students to practice caring for one another’s stories”
and thus, as students said directly, “they had grown to care for each other.”
While some courses and activities have lent themselves naturally to an
online format—such as a course on Rod Serling’s The Twilight Zone described
by Brigett Scott of Nicholls State University in “We Found Ourselves in The
Twilight Zone”—others have arisen uniquely during the pandemic. In “Health
and Wellness: An Honors First-Year Experience Assignment in Response to
the Pandemic,” Cathlena Martin of the University of Montevallo describes a
pandemic-motivated assignment she created for her first-year honors course.
Sensitive to the threats that COVID has presented to the mental health of
college students, she devised a series of weekly “wellness activities” ranging
from watching a sunset to reading for fun. Martin writes, “While I was only
planning on using this assignment during the pandemic, I will now be implementing it each fall. . . .”
While the other essays about COVID focused on classroom and cocurricular adaptations, the last essay in this section describes the impact of
the virus on advising strategies in ways that turned out to be unexpectedly
beneficial. In “Virtual Improvement: Advising and Onboarding During a
Pandemic,” Lucy Morrison of the University of Nebraska at Omaha describes
hiring an assistant on Zoom to work as the honors advisor on Zoom and discovering that “the challenges of operating virtually have opened new screens
of possibilities for future interactions—even beyond the pandemic.” Online
advising has created easier training of a graduate assistant and, for students,
better access to advising as well as greater comfort and privacy. Morrison
concludes, “Maybe our virtual connections will prove the standard for future
advising training and operations now that we have all engaged in a virtual reality that could eventually supplement, not supplant, our post-COVID reality.”
***
The section of Brief Ideas about What Works in Honors includes short
essays on successful courses, assignments, and co-curricular programs in honors, most of which this year also discuss how they adapted to COVID.
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The section includes essays on one lower-level and one upper-level course:
“Putting Community Voice and Knowledge at the Center” by Lynn Sondag of
Dominican University of California about a class collaboratively designed by a
faculty and a community member using an inquiry-based, community-engaged
arts project in Marin County; and “Preparing for an Honors Capstone: Interdisciplinary Methods and Ethics in a Research Methods Course” by Lauren
Collins, Kylla Benes, and Krista Manley of the University of Montana centered
on research-related ethical issues in different disciplines.
Also included are descriptions of four course assignments: “Developing
and Encouraging the First-Year Undergraduate Researcher” by Stacia Kock and
Jennifer F. Nyland of Salisbury University, about a research assignment that is
part of a first-year-experience course; “Checking-in to Create Instructor-Student Immediacy in Honors” by Cadi Kadlecek, Rebecca Bott-Knutson, and
Hanna Holmquist of South Dakota State University about a requirement that
students produce self-assessments as a check on their wellbeing during the
pandemic; “The Video Essay” by Nicholas Vick of Tallahassee Community
College advocating the video essay as a potential substitute for a traditional
written assignment in an honors class; and “Modeling Vulnerabilities in the
Research Process” by Rebecca Summer of Portland State University about
including fifteen-minute interviews of scholars in a social science research
methods course to illustrate the struggles and setbacks of research.
Finally, the brief ideas include two essays on co-curricular programs:
“First-Generation College Student Network” by Ashleen Williams and
Ainsley Ash of the University of Mississippi describing a series of biweekly
meetings designed to inform and support first-generation students as they
make the transition to college; and “Free Minds Book Club: Students Reading and Responding to Incarcerated Writers’ Poetry” by Bonnie Gasior of
California State University, Long Beach, about a program that is part of the
national “Free Minds Book Club” and in which students, faculty, and community members read and comment on prisoners’ poetry at monthly “Write
Nights.”

xviii

Honors in Practice

2020 CONFERENCE REMARKS

Founders Award Acceptance Speech
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Jeffrey A. Portnoy
Georgia State University, Perimeter College

(What follows is a slightly revised version of the address that Jeffrey A.
Portnoy delivered on December 18, 2020, at the Zoom Awards Ceremony
during the COVID pandemic. Portnoy received the Founders Award in
recognition of his inauguration and editorship of NCHC publications
during the past two decades.)
Abstract: Jeffrey A. Portnoy offers some history of the journals and monographs
published by the National Collegiate Honors Council (NCHC) as well as insights
into the work done by NCHC’s Publications Board and its editors. He provides
several morals or lessons based on his leadership roles and long career in honors
education.
Keywords: learned institutions and societies; scholarly publishing; editorial
review; National Collegiate Honors Council (Lincoln, NE); Georgia State University, Perimeter College (GA)—Honors College
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am honored to be the fifth recipient of the National Collegiate Honors
Council Founders Award. I am most grateful to President Elaine Torda, the
Awards Committee, the Board of Directors, and the staff of NCHC for this
recognition of the part I have played in helping this organization grow and
in promoting its publications as a longstanding co-chair of NCHC’s Publications Board and General Editor of the NCHC Monograph Series.
Receiving this award online through Zoom is bittersweet, bitter because
of the devastation the pandemic has wrought to people’s lives and to higher
education as well as the blow to our sense of community when our gathering
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in November 2020 had to be canceled. When I first learned that I would
receive this honor, one of the joys was anticipating the celebration at the
Awards Ceremony and in the lobby bar at the conference hotel in Dallas with
many of you—honors students, staff, faculty, administrators, and especially
three previous recipients of this award: Bernice Braid, Ada Long, and Joan
Digby. They are three of my favorite people—not just in honors but on the
planet. Their contributions have transformed the honors universe. The four
of us have been involved in a great many projects together, and for decades I
have dubbed them the Three Wise Women of NCHC. It is a privilege to share
this Founders Award distinction with them.
This moment is also a little awkward for me, as Ada can attest because
she serves as editor of the Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council
(JNCHC) and Honors in Practice (HIP). Editors like us prefer to work behind
the scenes. The stage and the limelight belong to the authors we support.
Our tasks are the stuff of shadow, a nuanced palimpsest, or just a mention
inscribed in smaller fonts on an inner page filled with publication speak.
But here is a glimpse behind the Green Curtain: my last twelve months
have been spent editing and proofing—at least four times apiece—two new
monographs (Building Honors Contracts: Insights and Oversights and Internationalizing Honors) totaling approximately 800 pages. Labors of love certainly,
but meticulous labor, requiring slow and slower reading.
Publications require a village. Producing the NCHC Monograph Series
has depended on the support, financial and otherwise, of the Board of Directors, the many other NCHC committees, the NCHC staff in Lincoln, and, of
course, the authors and anthology editors whose essays and energy fuel the
monograph series. Thank you, one and all.
Of course, I am particularly indebted to NCHC’s Publications Board—
my academic home in the richest sense. I have had the great honor of serving
as co-chair of that committee for many years, and it has always been and
remains my favorite group: its members are the smartest and hardest-working
and most productive people with whom I have ever been associated. Here is
the wit and wisdom I have gained on the Pub Board and can offer to students:
when you serve as a leader or supervisor or chair, always involve people in the
enterprise who are smarter and more talented than you are. On that score, I
have been many times enriched through the years by all the members of Pub
Board but especially by my fellow co-chairs. First, Norm Weiner and I built on
the spirit and values we absorbed when we were the 1997 rookie class on the
Publications Board and then honed as the committee leaders when we began
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re-envisioning NCHC’s publications, including JNCHC, which published
its initial volume in 2000 with Ada Long and Dail Mullins as its founding
editors. Norm and I also established the longstanding tradition of rewarding
committee members for their labor by always meeting in great locations and
enjoying fine dining.
Norm, like two other co-chairs—Hallie Savage and Richard Badenhausen—eventually went on to greater organizational glories as NCHC
presidents. Joan Digby had already served as president of NCHC before she
became a co-chair. A thank you to all of them and to current co-chairs Linda
Frost and Rusty Rushton, deeply heartfelt, feels insufficient.
When we first established JNCHC followed by HIP and then conjured
the NCHC Monograph Series, several ideas propelled us: we wanted to create platforms for honors research and for the ideas, insights, and wisdom
that honors practitioners needed to share. We also wanted to offer a professional face for the organization beyond NCHC’s wonderful conferences with
their featured events like Beginning in Honors (BIH), Developing in Honors (DIH), plenary sessions, City as Text™ (CAT), and Partners in the Parks
(PITP)—all of which connect to students, novices to honors, and grizzled
veterans like myself. For many of us on Pub Board, we were so consumed
by our work in the trenches—encouraging, reviewing, and editing authors;
moving finished texts through the publication process into print; promoting
and creating online access; and reaching readers—that we perhaps did not
realize until recently the extent of the literary resources we had fashioned. For
example, the 2020 essay in JNCHC 21.1 by Emily Walshe, our resident librarian on Pub Board, demonstrates that NCHC’s publications have reached
well beyond its membership to hundreds of thousands of readers around the
world. It is easy now to stand amaz’d by the number of people NCHC publications have touched and the shelves we have filled.
I have been blessed to have spent the majority of my working life in
honors education and as a member of NCHC. Here, I must thank my home
institution of twenty-five years—through all of its name changes (DeKalb
College, Georgia Perimeter College, and Perimeter College of Georgia State
University)—for supporting my honors endeavors despite limited resources.
If some sort of moral emerges out of the career trajectory that has landed me
in the Founders Award garden, I suspect that it reads like the following for
students. I hope that you will find somewhere early in your careers a community, albeit occasionally fractious and dysfunctional, of co-conspirators
that resonates for you as NCHC did for me. I found not only a calling but an
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enterprise in the NCHC Monograph Series worth nurturing. While struggling back in 2005 to edit the first two or three entries in the series, I never
contemplated that fifteen years later, the series would contain over twenty
book-length studies and that I would be honored with this Founders Award.
In retrospect I can affirm the value, dear students and colleagues, of sustained
work in the garden where you are planted and experiencing the wonders of
what blossoms there.
Dig in and stay safe.
________________________________________________________
The author may be contacted at
jportnoy@gsu.edu.
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Abstract: The leadership responsibility for coordinating a multi-campus honors
program or college can be complex, and it needs to succeed in an atmosphere of
mutual respect and flexibility. The work can be broken down into several key components: institutional context, quality standards, curriculum, faculty selection,
student mobility, communication, scholarships, budget, and governance.
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University (OH)—Honors College
Citation: Honors in Practice, 2021, Vol. 17:9–27

W

hen I became dean of the long-standing Kent State University Honors
College (program, 1933; college, 1965), one of the charges the provost
gave me was to strengthen or develop honors activity at our seven regional
campuses. Over the next fourteen years I felt that I achieved modest success
in terms of curriculum, faculty engagement, number of students, and harmonious policy agreement. What I learned was attuned to our institutional
structure, a centralized model with local flexibility.
I intended to subtitle this essay “Conducting an Orchestra or Herding Cats?” The ideal would be a harmonious group led by the baton at the
front, tuned to the oboe’s A, and playing the same score, but complicated
and enriched by the timbres of various instruments and the individual musicianship of the players. The opposite would be chaos: no central control,
individuals doing their own thing, cacophony—a houseful of felines notorious for their independence, recalcitrant and unpredictable. The problem with
both metaphors is that they imply a central agent, one controlling and one
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failing to control. In reality, another model can work. What I have learned
through NCHC is that models of multi-campus honors programs or colleges,
like those on single campuses, are endlessly varied. Some of these programs
work cooperatively by shared authority while others succeed with loose central oversight and local autonomy.
No matter the model, certain issues of coordination continue to preoccupy honors leaders: institutional context, quality standards, curriculum,
faculty selection, student mobility among campuses, communication, scholarships, budget, and governance. As the following discussion focuses on
each of these, the description of a variety of ways of dealing with them will
include smatterings of advice drawn from experience and pragmatic common
sense, but it is informed primarily by the survey responses I received in 2019
from my informal listserv questionnaire to honors administrators, whom I
promised to cite only anonymously (see the Appendix for a copy of this questionnaire and number of responses). A 1995 conference session also focused
on this topic, organized by Jeff Portnoy (“In Cross-Town Traffic”), but contemporaneous notes from that session, which was over twenty-five years ago,
were not available.
I am using interchangeably such terms as “main,” “central,” and “overarching” for the anchor of a system dominated by a large central honors program or
college. Similarly, I use interchangeably such terms as “satellite,” “regional,” and
“small” for extension campuses in such a system, avoiding the term “branch.”
Different institutions have different practices for such terminology. Where the
campuses are roughly equal in authority and size, I simply refer to them as the
“campuses” in the system. I also use “honors leaders” and “honors administrators” interchangeably with “honors deans and directors,” and I use “honors
coordinator” for the honors point person at a regional or small campus.

institutional context
NCHC has long recognized the importance of institutional context in
the design and operation of honors programs and colleges. Its “Basic Characteristics” documents come with the caveat that institutions vary widely and
can have an enabling as well as a limiting effect on honors aspirations. One
program or college must rely on the financial aid office for recruiting scholarships while another may control its own scholarship budget. A program or
college may or may not be given added staff to handle a top-down push for
increased enrollment. Given the character of the student body and the inclusion of professional majors, a program or college may or may not require a
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senior thesis. There may or may not be a tradition of strong departmental support for faculty teaching honors courses.
This institutional diversity also characterizes those honors programs and
colleges that exist on more than one central campus. The models for such
combinations of campus programs seem astonishingly varied and fluctuating.
A common model in large universities reflects a historical spread of those universities into regional sites. In this model (true at my university, for example),
the honors program or college is centralized on the original old campus, and
satellite campus programs arise gradually. The sizes of the satellite campuses
may vary widely, affecting the nature and existence of honors at those campuses. A very small campus may not be able to spare faculty to offer many
honors courses or have resources to fund a part-time coordinator or advisor.
The student population at the satellites may be older, more often part-time,
working, and commuting. Within the same institution, one campus has
largely African American students and another campus mostly Hispanic and
Asian. One community college system reports that students at the smaller
campuses are “less urban and competitive” and that there are fewer full-time
tenured faculty there. Tuition costs may be lower than at the central campus.
Some honors programs and colleges in this model report considerably
varying character and even policy stances in the several satellite campuses
because of location. One state institution I visited as an evaluator had recently
developed a small satellite campus and was just beginning to explore honors
possibilities there. One particularly complex large institution in this model
has overlaid separate honors programs in schools and colleges with honors
across four campuses, some of which resulted from institutional merger and
some from spinning off discipline clusters into new sites. In some cases under
this model, a very large, state-wide institutional system maintains an honors
headquarters at the main campus with considerable outreach to and collaboration with as many as twenty-three far-flung satellite campuses.
Another model is common among two-year institutions in which multiple campuses enjoy roughly equal status and whose students move freely
among campuses. In several such examples, curricular requirements and
policies such as admission standards are uniform by consensus or by administrative leadership at the largest or oldest of the several campuses. Resources in
terms of leadership, faculty, and scholarship support typically vary according
to the size of the campus honors population. Although individual campuses
enjoy some autonomy, an honors director or dean at one of the campuses may
maintain some central authority in the system. In one five-campus system,
individual campus honors programs have no autonomy; the largest campus
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rules all. Another five-campus system also has a sixth online “campus” with
its own coordinator.
The variety of institutional histories, arrangements, and moments in time
suggests that there is no one correct or desirable way to establish and manage honors at multiple campuses. No matter what the institutional context,
however, honors deans or directors needs to have the support of their chief
academic officer in conducting relations among campuses. This support is all
the more important when the campuses enjoy considerable autonomy. Honors deans or directors must also enter into diplomatic relations with the chief
administrator—perhaps a dean—at each campus other than their own and
determine to what extent honors depends on that administrator’s attitude,
budget, and even community relations. The success of honors at a particular
campus depends as well on campus history, the attitudes of the faculty cadre,
and the student population. Honors directors and deans have much to learn
in order to avoid a patronizing or superior attitude in relation to a campus
other than their own.

quality standards
Institutional and campus context is crucial in determining how to ensure
the highest quality of student and program success. All participants, including students, share responsibility for creating this success. Some measures of
quality have long been numerical, such as GPA and test scores for admission,
credit-hour requirements for graduation, rates of honors completion, and
survey results. Others have been less tangible, such as motivation, diversity,
leadership, service, thoroughness of research proposals, and quality of writing in senior theses. It is best to avoid thinking in the business language of
“quality control” or the more tactful current euphemism “quality assurance.”
Nevertheless, honors leaders should have thoughtful discussions and make
careful decisions about what measures and standards work best for the system and for individual campuses, and these should be articulated in policy
understandings and perhaps documents. Then comes the question of how
these standards are to be monitored and upheld, a question of governance.
Under the model of a central-campus honors program or college with
activity at satellite campuses, for example, admissions criteria may vary within
the system. The main-campus honors population may have grown so large
that staff may weigh prospective students only by GPA and test scores, being
unable to hold hundreds of interviews or read hundreds of essays and letters of recommendation. The minimum numbers may have been established
12

Multi-Campus

by the realities of the applicant pool, the surrounding institutional competition, and the capacity of the program. In an NCHC survey in 2014–2015,
two thirds of honors programs and colleges had a required minimum ACT/
SAT score for admission (“NCHC Admissions, Retention, and Completion
Survey”). Even in large programs, however, a trend is underway to rely less
on numbers and adopt more holistic admissions evaluations for the sake of
both diversity and predictability of success. In some cases, the mission of the
honors program or college may have been defined more specifically than academic development—say, in terms of community service, in which case the
main criterion will be the prospective student’s past service experience and
apparent motivation to continue.
At a related satellite campus, on the other hand, especially if many prospective students are not fresh out of high school, honors leaders can take
time for interviews, essays, and recommendations and take into account the
prospect’s maturity, work experience, and motivation. As a result, the main
campus’s strict minimum 30 ACT score, for example, will likely not be the
defining guideline, and the incoming honors population may look different
from the one at the main campus but be just as successful or even more successful in completing honors work. Applying a single admissions standard
across campuses is thus not always appropriate, but it may make sense in the
case of co-equal campuses of similar size. In rare instances, programs have no
admission requirements, only the student’s self-nomination.
Honors administrators or advisors typically monitor students’ progress
in honors and may have annual benchmarks for honors courses or credits and
for GPA. Policies about normal progress, warnings to delinquents, probationary terms, reinstatement, and dismissal again may vary across campuses.
A smaller campus may have difficulty offering enough honors courses or
research experiences; honors course scheduling may too often conflict with
students’ other required courses, and online honors courses may not be available. Honors coordinators at such campuses usually recognize this challenge
and use a contract system by which, for example, a student can add one honors credit hour to an existing non-honors course (for a thorough discussion
of contracts, see Kristine A. Miller’s monograph Building Honors Contracts:
Insights and Oversights). If the honors progress or graduation requirement is
stated in credit hours rather than number of courses, the student is at a disadvantage unless all the course hours—non-honors plus contract—count
as honors work. Four-year campuses typically recognize honors completion
with such acknowledgments as medallions, cords, certificates, and diploma
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and transcript notations. Although some two-year campuses follow this practice, it should be more widespread, even when a student is transferring to a
four-year campus intending to complete honors work there.
A diligent oversight of formal contract proposals, progress reports, and
products of final honors contract work is necessary for maintaining quality,
assuring that proposals are well thought out and well written; that faculty
members are working conscientiously with students to create a total honors
experience for the student; and that the final product, graded entirely by the
instructor but shared with the honors coordinator, meets honors standards.
Depending on the structure of a multi-campus honors system, formal
approval of independent research proposals and capstone theses or creative
projects may or may not reside with the individual campus. If the campuses are relatively autonomous and co-equal, such approval is likely to be
local. Even in a main campus/satellite campuses model, the on-site honors
coordinator will know best the students and faculty members involved in
independent research. The thesis/creative project proposal should, nevertheless, probably come under the purview of the central honors director or dean
to ensure uniformity of standards. The same questions arise about the clarity
and thoroughness of the proposal and the qualifications of the faculty member. Where central approval of thesis proposals is required, it should occur as
expeditiously as possible to prevent delays in registration at the regional campus. Ideally, the central dean or director should also read the final results—the
thesis or the creative project—even though the instructor assigns the grade
and a thesis committee may have approved. The use of assessment tools
should be uniform across campuses. Such tools include not just numerical
standards but also student evaluations of instructors, thesis surveys, surveys
of graduating or departing students, and alumni surveys.
Ensuring quality in curriculum and faculty selection can be tricky. Honors leaders and faculty need to agree on what constitutes honors education: its
goals, character, and methods. This agreement might be achieved in a workshop or through discussions in an advisory council, and it should produce a
document perhaps entitled “The Nature of an Honors Course.” This document should be widely shared and should be available on the honors website
along with course descriptions for the current academic term. Such a listing
could include offerings on all campuses, or each campus could have its own
printed or online course list, accompanied by the generic desiderata. Where
students move freely among campuses in any given term, they will find a central repository of all honors courses, including online courses, useful. At any
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moment, all members of the honors community should be able to access the
overarching statement as a reminder of their common goals and to review
course descriptions against the desiderata therein. Both faculty and students
should see that they are held accountable to these standards for creating an
authentic honors experience.

curriculum
Course offerings, including opportunities for individual research, may
well vary among campuses. They may be similar, even uniform, if all campuses are about the same size and have similar student populations, but such
situations are relatively rare. Uniformity would be especially desirable when
students move freely among several campuses for their coursework. Particularly important is the offering of a foundational freshman honors course
across all campuses. If smaller campuses have primarily two-year programs,
their other honors courses are likely to be required general education courses
in the disciplines, supplemented perhaps by contracts or what one dean calls
“embedded classes,” a section of honors students within a larger non-honors
section. With limited honors populations and limited resources, these programs may not be able to offer the sorts of unique interdisciplinary seminars
that may be available at the large central campus. One solution may be offering
online honors courses that are available to students at all campuses. Honors
coordinators should take care to ensure that their students complete enough
honors courses to be able to transfer to the central campus or to another institution, to be in step with honors students there, and to complete a four-year
honors degree.
In the case of a central honors program or college wishing to extend
honors opportunities to a satellite campus, the logical starting point is the
foundational freshman honors course that exists at the central campus,
assuming that there is one. If an honors coordinator has not been named,
the central campus honors leader needs to collaborate on instructor selection and share information about the foundational seminar, including course
parameters and sample syllabi. This element of curricular similarity, even if
additional course offerings come to vary widely, is critical for fundamental
parity in students’ honors experience at the institution.
Alternatively, or if no foundational freshman honors course exists, a satellite curriculum may be anchored by one or two popular required general
education courses taught in a separate honors section. I say “popular” so that
the number of honors students will be sufficient to form a separate section.
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Again, the central honors leader needs to work closely with prospective faculty to ensure a common understanding of what makes an honors course
different for both student and instructor. As the campus honors population
grows, the central honors leader can work with the campus administrator to
establish an honors coordinator with reassigned time and a growing list of
course offerings. In cases where the campuses are relatively close geographically and where students are mobile among campuses, honors leaders should
collaborate carefully on scheduling courses so that campuses are not competing with each other for students in a given course at the same time. Online
courses may solve the problem of accessibility to honors courses but complicate the problem of competing campuses.
In some cases, curriculum may look quite different at different campuses.
If one campus specializes in a specific discipline cluster, such as engineering
or business, its honors courses beyond general education may reside within
that disciplinary focus and be unavailable at other campuses in the system.
Similarly, a two-year satellite campus may offer technical degree programs
not offered at the main campus. Honors students in those programs will find
it useful to have honors courses as well as contracts and individual research
opportunities in their specialty.

faculty selection
Deciding who should teach an honors course requires both determination to uphold standards and diplomacy amid the vagaries of campus variety
and politics. Faculty selection will depend partly on the demand for faculty in
other courses—on whether the department or campus can spare the instructor. Financial compensation may also be an issue, either to the instructor or to
the department or campus. A current policy or tradition of such compensation may already exist in the institution or in the central honors program or
college. Compensation may come from an existing honors budget or from
funding by the chief academic officer or other campus administrator. The
campus administrator may be involved in negotiations about faculty selection
if the campus honors program is in its early stages, and certainly department
chairs will have a say. Later a campus honors coordinator should have the
responsibility for faculty selection and for negotiating both the reassignment
of faculty for honors courses and the cooperation of faculty for contracts and
individual research. If all campuses are equal, the individual honors program
may be responsible for faculty selection, but in at least one community college system an overarching honors council approves honors faculty. Even in
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the model of a large central honors program or college, the satellite campus
will likely have this authority.
Whatever the institutional context, having written expectations about
honors courses, e.g., “The Nature of an Honors Course,” will furnish a starting point in orienting prospective honors faculty to the task. Faculty generally
agree that teaching an honors course is more demanding than teaching a nonhonors course. Honors may involve more written work, small-group projects,
individual attention, student initiative, flexibility, high standards, and creative thinking. Often honors courses are uniquely designed and sometimes
interdisciplinary. Instructors have considerable and pleasurable freedom in
creating such courses, but they need to be well prepared and know what to
expect. Faculty members who wish simply to repeat what they do in a nonhonors course or who plan simply to lecture will not be good candidates.
Honors leaders should provide support in the form of, say, faculty workshops,
sharing of syllabi, referrals to veteran instructors for informal consultation,
and reference to helpful NCHC documents on honors teaching and learning
(e.g., Clark and Zubizarreta; Ford and Zubizarreta). They may also establish
teaching awards, either local or institution-wide, to recognize high-quality
honors instruction.
This sort of preparation upfront will help ensure success, but an honors
leader should also have access to student evaluations, listen to current student complaints, and seek alumni memories of honors instructors. Sometimes it becomes necessary to “unselect” an honors instructor; when student
or in some cases peer evaluations are consistently negative and specific flaws
emerge, a consultation between the honors leader and instructor is in order.
An instructor may have opted out of some of the desiderata of honors education or grown tired of the extra work involved. An arrogant attitude toward
students and inability to encourage individual points of view and initiative
are counterproductive. The honors leader must decide if the instructor can be
“rehabilitated” or if it is best not to put the instructor in the honors classroom
again.

student mobility
Of signal importance is the ability of honors students to move seamlessly
among campuses. Such mobility is easy in the case of multiple campuses
equal in authority and in close proximity. When an honors student might be
taking classes on two or even three campuses simultaneously, the task of the
honors advisor can be challenging. Most helpful, as at one institution, is a
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common electronic database of honors students accessible to honors staff at
all campuses.
Similar mobility may also exist in a system with a large central program
or college and satellite campuses if, say, two of the satellites are proximate and
students typically commute from home. Often, however, the satellites are farflung, not all of them have honors courses, and students feel attached to their
“home” campus. In such cases the problem can be alleviated by online honors courses available to students at all campuses. If a larger satellite campus
offers a four-year degree and a full array of honors opportunities, its honors
students do not have to leave that campus to graduate in honors. The same is
true if (1) a satellite campus has only an associate’s degree but has a full twoyear honors program with perhaps an honors completion certificate and (2)
the student has no interest in pursuing a further degree.
In most cases, however, honors leaders must take special care to ensure
mobility of students. It is all too easy for transfer or “transitioning” students
to get lost. From the point of view of the satellite campus honors coordinator,
students should have a clear path to continued honors work not only at the
central campus but also at other four-year institutions to which they may wish
to transfer. In the latter case, the coordinator needs to ascertain whether the
institution’s honors program or college has articulation agreements with honors programs at other, especially nearby, institutions. Coordinators should
not attempt to establish such agreements on their own—that is the purview
of the dean or director.
More often, satellite honors students wish to continue and complete their
studies, including their honors work, at the central campus. The overarching
honors program or college needs to establish clear policies and an implementation system to ensure a smooth transition for such students so that
1.	 the central dean or director knows that a student is coming;
2.	 students know if they are required to fill out a transfer application;
3.	 the qualifications in terms of GPA and previous honors work are clear;
4.	 the student can be neatly folded into the advising system at the central
campus before the term in which the transfer takes place; and
5.	 it is clear whether access to scholarship support is earmarked for such
transfer students.
These questions can be answered by something like an articulation agreement between the central campus and satellite campuses. To begin with, the
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dean or director—or in large operations a specific staff member—should
serve as a liaison with each satellite honors coordinator and periodically visit
that campus. The satellite coordinator should keep this liaison apprised of
students contemplating transfer; logically, that liaison should become the
student’s honors advisor upon transfer—ideally, in advance of transfer for
planning purposes. The liaison can also access the student’s transcript and
determine if the student’s honors progress and GPA meet expectations at
the central campus for continued progress. For a properly seamless transition, however, the student should not have to file an application for transfer
admission to honors. If the program or college has a procedure for accepting transfers from honors programs at other institutions, it may require a
transcript, an application, perhaps even a letter of recommendation, but for
in-house transfers from satellite honors programs, a warm welcome should
not be cluttered with any doubts about acceptance.
Problems may arise when, as is often the case, a satellite student feels an
especially strong tie to the original campus—to its faculty, culture, and location. A student may plan to commute from home near the satellite campus
or may need only a few upper-division courses in the major at the central
campus that were unavailable at the other campus. A student may also have
too little time at the central campus to find a faculty member with whom to
develop a thesis proposal and complete that work. The central honors administrator should respect such student realities as variations to negotiate, not
reject. Even if the student has undertaken two solid years of completion at the
central campus but developed a strong, nurturing relationship with a faculty
member at the previous campus, the student should be allowed, nay encouraged, to complete a thesis or capstone project with that faculty member. The
central-campus honors liaison should, however, still play the main advising role and sign off on the proposal; also, a committee of thesis readers can
include someone from the central campus.

communication
Clearly good communication is crucial to success in the coordination of
multi-campus honors programs and colleges, requiring not only good communicators and listeners in staff positions—always desirable—but having
agreed-upon policies and procedures in place. Open channels of communication by email, listserv, telephone, texting, Zoom, Skype, and in person ensure
careful planning, useful information sharing, and prompt problem solving
among honors staff and institutional administrators at various campuses. As
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we have discovered in the current pandemic, Zoom meetings, where people
can see each other and do sidebar chats, have been invaluable in maintaining
personal contact and group solidarity.
A campus executive officer needs to have the blessing of the chief administrative officer of the institution for the campus honors program. The campus
executive officer needs to understand the nature and benefits of honors for
the campus and the duties of a campus honors coordinator. Especially for
a startup program, this orientation will come from the institutional honors
leader, who may also need to be persuasive about the benefits of honors for
the campus students and the reputation of the campus. A campus honors
coordinator should have the ear of the campus administrator and be a crucial contact point for honors staff at other campuses. Excessive turnover in
campus coordinators will significantly weaken honors at those campuses. At
the same time, such coordinators will likely be teaching faculty, not honors
professionals, so their honors experience and knowledge—and their very
time—will be limited, which is all the more reason for the coordinator to
have the advice and support of the honors dean or director.
In the model of a main campus with satellite campuses, the dean, director, or other honors liaison from the central program or college provides a
crucial communication link. Such liaisons should be remote contacts for satellite honors coordinators but should also visit the satellite campus from time
to time, perhaps on a regular schedule, to discuss issues and to attend graduation ceremonies and showcases of student work. Coming to talk to students
in person, perhaps toward the end of the year, about transfer to the central
campus will not only inform them about the procedure but also assure them
of a warm welcome and allow them to meet and talk with the person who will
become their advisor when they arrive on the main campus. This liaison or
the dean/director should also attend important honors ceremonies at the satellite campus and vice versa, the campus honors coordinator attending central
campus events, including the graduation of students who originally started
at that satellite campus. At one institution, student liaisons are assigned to
specific campuses to report back on student spaces, events, and other issues.
Communication between main and satellite campuses are also smoother if
the faculty advisory or policy council at the main campus includes at least one
member from the satellites, preferably a campus honors coordinator. At one
system with two campuses, one larger and the other smaller, representation
on the honors council is typically proportional to the student populations at
the two campuses.
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One momentarily unpleasant absence of communication occurred in
my time as dean, when I discovered long after the fact that the ambitious
coordinator of our largest regional campus honors program had acquired an
independent campus membership in NCHC on her own, which I had not
known was possible or desirable—my own ignorance. However, since my
budget and the needs of my large main-campus honors population had not
allowed me to take regional campus students to the annual conference, it
made sense for a satellite program, if it had the resources, to seek membership
separately and be able, for instance, to serve on NCHC committees and nominate a thesis student for the Portz Scholar Award (which indeed happened,
with a successful outcome). Typically, though, while the central honors dean
or director should encourage regional coordinators to attend state, regional,
or national honors conferences and to read honors publications, the time
of the coordinator, as a teaching faculty member, is too limited for national
involvement. Perhaps the dean or director can occasionally send notice of an
honors article or monograph relevant to a specific current issue or problem
faced by the coordinator.
Where campuses are roughly equal, periodic meetings of all the campus
honors coordinators will be necessary at least annually (in one case, even
monthly), perhaps varying the location. Honors coordinators can share successes and problems at their campuses, and their colleagues can applaud and
help think about solutions. In one example, besides three main campuses,
a small satellite campus is served by the coordinator at another campus but
needs and deserves its own on-site coordinator; the various coordinators
could collectively lobby for more resources to make this happen. In most
cases, some sort of central office or coordinator at the largest or oldest of the
campuses is responsible for communications, for calling such meetings, for
staying in touch continually with other campus coordinators, and for collaborative planning. One large honors consortium holds regular meetings of
its twenty-four widely spread campus coordinators. No matter what model
characterizes the institutional arrangement, faculty teaching workshops,
including syllabus sharing and helpful anecdotes, are a useful way to bring
together honors faculty from all campuses, and their setting can vary from
one campus to another.
Student-to-student communications across campuses may not be on the
agenda of most honors leaders, but they can be useful in stimulating discussions of, or adjunct learning for, a common foundational course. They can
also be connected to a specific event or to an announced annual theme for the
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honors community. One such experiment, as reported by Laura A. Guertin
and Courtney L. Young, used a photo-sharing method for students to express
their reaction to an announced theme related to current or historical events.
The project stimulated thoughtful conversations among students but “was
also a success for the coordinators. It provided us an opportunity to collaborate on a project in a way we had not in the past” (59).

scholarships
Some programs and colleges have no scholarships to call their own. Some
have scholarship allocations from their institutions—sometimes paltry,
sometimes generous. Some have to do fundraising for the only scholarships
they are likely to have. Some have endowed scholarship funds. Some are just
beginning to offer scholarships of their own. Main-campus honors operations
with scholarships may not make them available to students at satellite campuses, or they may make them available only as satellite students transfer to
the main campus. The central honors dean or director should ensure, if the
context permits, that several such scholarships are available to satellite campus honors students and communicate the application process to the campus
honors coordinator.
If a local campus has scholarship funds for its students, it should have
the authority for selecting recipients. This scholarship support will end when
a recipient transfers completely to another campus, but where students
have high mobility among several campuses, the recipient should retain the
scholarship as identified with the person, not the place. Students attending
especially smaller regional or satellite campuses often have significant financial need even if those campuses have lower tuition than the central campus.
The students may have families, may be working, and may be commuting
from nearby homes. If these campuses do not have scholarship support for
honors students, the central honors administrator should work hard to persuade the campus executive to institute such scholarships even if need as well
as merit serves as a criterion. The two should seek initial and continuing support from local donors and businesses for such a proud cause.

budget
Because the availability of scholarships is dependent on budgets, which
are likely to be separate at separate campuses, there may seem little about
this issue for honors leaders to “coordinate.” Honors administrators or
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coordinators at each campus should have annual budget conversations with
their immediate superior, whether a campus executive, college dean, provost,
or provost’s budget officer. Such meetings are an occasion to review the past
year and project the coming year in terms of needs, such as recruiting, growing numbers of students, faculty reassigned time or compensation, advising
staff, space, student newsletter, events, and scholarship support. Planning for
such meetings, including developing persuasive arguments, can be bolstered
by good communication among honors leaders, who likely discuss the issue
of resources on a regular basis. Where there is an overarching honors college
or program, the central dean or director may be able to add a voice on these
budget issues.
Budgets are often constrained institutionally, all the more so if state or
donor support has declined. Many honors operations have barely enough
support and even face extinction. Here is where fundraising comes in. Honors
leaders can work with development officers and campus executives to explore
support from local business leaders, organizations, and donor prospects for a
high-quality educational program. Unfortunately, an honors coordinator at
a small campus program with, say, only one- or two-course reassigned time,
will not have time for such activity unless aided by the campus executive, the
central campus honors dean or director, or a development officer, but even
small successes with corporate sponsorship, thesis adoptions, or scholarship
donations will alleviate a difficult budget situation (see my Fundrai$ing for
Honor$ handbook).

governance
Who’s the boss? Who has honors authority at any campus or over all campuses? In multi-campus systems, where individual campuses enjoy a degree
of autonomy in the institution, honors authority is also likely to be similarly
distributed. Where the campuses are far-flung geographically, this autonomy
is likely to be greater. Regional campus honors programs should have their
own on-site faculty coordinators with the support of their campus executive. These coordinators, typically teaching faculty rather than professional
honors educators with knowledge of the national honors scene, should have
the authority to negotiate with departments for honors courses and faculty.
They should have a budget allocation for recruiting, special events, and perhaps scholarships as well as for student activities, research support, and travel.
They should also engage in ready communication with their honors colleagues at other campuses. In one community college system of roughly equal
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campuses, an overarching honors council has authority to approve faculty,
vet courses, approve contracts, and apportion budget. In another community
college system, the honors director finds that the program “is strengthened
by having a strong central team,” seeing no need for honors coordinators on
the various campuses. Again, institutional context is critical. What works well
deserves respect.
In some areas, the satellite program coordinators share authority with the
overarching honors program or college. A well-coordinated system implies
a commonly agreed-upon set of policies about such matters as the nature
of honors courses, the nature of a first-year foundational course, the use of
contracts, oversight of individual research, expectations of normal progress,
certification or graduation requirements, and mobility among campuses.
Staff at all campuses should use a common set of forms, such as contract proposals, thesis proposals (which may require central approval), advising forms,
and teaching evaluation forms. Such consensus about the basics leaves room
for sharing innovative ideas, airing complaints about problem situations, and
offering mutual support and advocacy.
Satellite coordinators, faculty, and students can easily feel like secondclass citizens, especially if they have not had the opportunity to participate in
honors activities beyond their campus. Deans or directors can alleviate this
feeling by sponsoring honors events and guest speakers at regional campuses
and by sponsoring regional campus students, faculty, and coordinators to
attend state and regional honors conferences. In a large overarching honors
system, central deans, directors, and staff, who exercise considerable authority, should studiously avoid condescending or patronizing attitudes toward
the satellite faculty and students, demonstrating at all times the proper respect
due to colleagues in the noble enterprise of honors education. Where guidance or advice is appropriate, it should be gentle. One honors director says
the following about her admirable relationship with other campus coordinators: “We are all friends and work together very well. I think there is a level of
respect among everyone. . . . In the end, as director I am responsible for what
happens. So I have a lot of authority. [However,] I tend to work by consensus
and rarely, if ever, issue directives.”

conclusion
To return to my opening metaphors, honors leaders in multi-campus
systems are neither orchestra conductors nor cat herders. “Coordinating”
means “creating order together.” To do so requires two other “co-” words:
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collaboration (“working with”) and communication (“sharing; making
in common”). “Withness” is the soul of honors education, which seeks to
avoid authoritarianism and to nourish shared experience. Multiple campuses
can see their honors programs thrive through such common effort, mutual
respect, and dedicated attention to our students.
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appendix
The questionnaire below was posted on the now defunct honors listserv
hosted by George Washington University <listserv@hermes.circ.gwu.edu>
in summer of 2019. It received fourteen responses.
Multi-Campus Honors Programs and Colleges—Questionnaire
At any point in your responses, you may indicate problems, solutions, and
advice. In my writing I will not cite specific names and institutions.
Institutional Context
1.	 How many campuses does your honors program/college have?
2.	 Characterize the general relations between the home/main campus and
the satellite campuses. Mutual respect? Antagonism? Does the home or
central campus honors program/college have authority over satellite programs? Or are all campuses equal?
3.	 Are there differences in the student body and culture among campuses?
Explain.
Curriculum
4.	 Compare the range of curricular offerings among campuses.
5.	 Are students at the satellites able to complete all honors requirements and
graduate in place? If they are earning an associate’s degree, can they earn
something like a two-year certificate for their honors work there? Do the
satellites rely more on contracts?
6.	 Do students at the satellites transfer to the home/main campus to complete their honors requirements? How does the transition work?
Governance
7.	 Do the satellite campuses have on-site honors coordinators?
8.	 Are satellite campus honors programs represented on the central honors
advisory council?
9.	 How much autonomy do the satellite programs have in the selection of
honors faculty and course offerings, budget, and approval of contracts,
individual honors work, and thesis work?
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10.	 Characterize relations of the satellite campus’s administrator/dean with
its honors program and with the central honors administration.
11.	 What governance procedures do you follow in your relations with the satellite campuses?
Communications
12.	 What challenges have you experienced in communications between the
central honors leaders and those at satellite campus programs?
13.	 How is advising handled?
14.	 Do you schedule visitations both ways for honors leaders and faculty to
work together? For information to be conveyed to students? For student
and faculty concerns to be voiced?
15.	 Are staff members in the central office assigned liaison duties for specific
satellite campuses?
16.	 Are ceremonies at the various campuses completely separate? Does the
central honors administrator regularly attend satellite ceremonies?
Quality Standards
17.	 Are honors admission standards the same at all campuses, or is there a
difference in standards or admissions protocol between the home/main
campus and the satellites?
18.	 Have you experienced differences in standards for faculty selection, contracts, individual honors work, or thesis work? Explain.
Budget
19.	 What is the budgetary relationship between central and satellite honors
programs?
20.	 Are scholarships available at the satellite campuses? Are any program
scholarships earmarked for transfer to the central program?
21.	 Are there other issues not covered above? Or do you have additional
comments or anecdotes?
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justification for transition

T

he Virginia Tech (VT) Honors College evolved from an honors program
with roots in the 1970s, when the first undergraduate honors theses
were recorded at the university. The original thesis program was reimagined
as a substantive honors program with a focus on promoting academic merit
in the early 1990s. The honors program transitioned to an honors college in
2016 to offer diplomas that attract and engage high-achieving students in the
seven VT colleges offering undergraduate degrees (Adams, 2016). This transformation into the VT Honors College was an effort to return to the spirit
and purpose of early-1960s honors experiments and address critical gaps in
undergraduate preparation that can delay professional success after graduation (Sederberg, 2008). The goals of honors education at VT had outgrown
the governance and policy limitations placed on programs, necessitating the
shift to a college. As a college, its curriculum could be developed to create an
honors degree option; a small number of faculty could be hired to revamp
the curriculum; and the college could make larger financial requests for a
substantial portfolio of pilot academic endeavors. Subsequently, the college has made substantial headway and adopted a broad curricular focus on
social responsibility. The characteristics of the VT Honors College mirror
elements recorded by Sederberg (2008) in his survey of honors colleges at
NCHC member institutions, leading to a freestanding college structure with
dedicated faculty responsible for developing honors-specific curricula. Additionally, the college is motivated to recruit stronger students to the university
through improving educational opportunities on campus, with the longterm goal of elevating the honors profile at the university (Sederberg, 2008).
Characteristics less common to honors colleges that define our college are
upper-division courses and degree options.
As part of the transition from program to college, honors diplomas were
designed to be flexible. Students are expected to earn thirty credits across
four areas. Three required areas are explorations of disciplinary depth, development of transdisciplinary capabilities, and engagement in undergraduate
research and experiential learning; the fourth optional but strongly encouraged area includes classes in the honors curriculum. Students are free to select
elements of their in-major requirements that they wish to explore with greater
intellectual depth. They can enrich their learning experience through the
honors course offerings and opportunities, which include training in research
practices and mentored professional skills development. The shift mirrors
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best practices and “strong tendencies” of other colleges and programs within
the honors community (Scott et al., 2017).
The university’s mission is to improve “the quality of life and the human
condition” within Virginia and around the world (Virginia Tech, 2019).
From a university viewpoint, merging liberal education with development of
employable skillsets is important pedagogically. The university has developed
the VT-shaped student initiative, where the nationally recognized “T-shaped
learner,” known for disciplinary depth and transdisciplinary capabilities, is
enriched by informal communal and guided experiential learning (Blieszner
et al., 2015). These ideals mirror traits desired by employers and hiring managers when interviewing recent graduates to work at their companies (Hart
Research Associates, 2018). While employability after graduation is not our
primary focus, we recognize that our students are concerned about learning skills that will make them competitive in the professional world. The VT
Honors College is working to move beyond generally siloed degree programs
in order to provide students with opportunities to develop transdisciplinary
identities and professional capabilities. While there is no single definition of
transdisciplinarity, the concept typically refers to elements from two or more
disciplines combined to find a new strategy or framework for identifying and
solving problems, thus moving beyond the composite areas in order to integrate methods and knowledge in a stronger approach to a complex issue. We
have conceived of transdisciplinarity this way in designing and teaching transdisciplinary courses.
The college houses two departments, with three faculty dedicated to
the overarching Honors Laureate Diploma and four faculty dedicated to the
specialized Honors Diploma in Collaborative Innovation. The college is also
working with campus partners to offer additional specialized degree options
that these partners can manage while at the same time encouraging students
to pursue new learning opportunities through honors. Honors faculty work
together to advance the college’s core values of meaningful and sustained
relationships with faculty, independent learning, undergraduate research,
place-based and problem-focused experiences, and intellectual engagement
in global contexts (Schuman, 2014). These values and the associated learning outcomes are important not only because they exemplify the overarching
goal of the college to promote social responsibility but also because they
afford us ways to continue fostering the classical liberal education practices of
critical thinking, lifelong learning, ethics, and creativity.
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transdisciplinary course offerings
The most recent and significant addition to our curriculum is an update
to a series of special topics courses titled “Discovery and Innovation Studios.”
They are based in part on findings from Carnegie Mellon’s Eberly Center for
Teaching Excellence and Educational Innovation that suggest studio courses
are a way for students to practice complex problem-solving through handson learning, with scaffolding by faculty. While a traditional studio course
typically seen in architecture or design is composed of daily large blocks of
time spent practicing task-oriented building and design techniques, our studio courses encompass the creativity and exploratory aspects of that type of
learning environment while intensifying the critical thinking and knowledge
exploration associated with honors-level coursework. The result is a hybrid
seminar and studio course with learner-centered discussion and work sessions. The classes are designed and taught by either honors faculty or faculty
from other colleges. Faculty members mentor students through discovery
and definition of critical real-world problems, reflective evaluations of individual and collective problem solving, and communication of solutions to
individuals outside the classroom. The transdisciplinary learning space allows
students from different majors to learn communication skills with individuals
who are unfamiliar with their primary knowledge and to engage in conversations that show how new disciplines emerge within the transdisciplinary
realm. While instructors can use the course to explore novel ideas and rarely
explored problems beyond the realm of their daily research or academic focus,
the small groups of students serve as apprentices, who are guided through
thought exercises. These reimagined studios provide the type of engagement and interaction in small groups that students seldom encounter in their
majors at a large research institution like ours.
In this new take on a studio environment, students from a variety of
majors work in teams that allow them to explain disciplinary norms to their
peers and incorporate the norms of others into their disciplinary discourse.
Our course offerings have become a space where students strengthen practices
for navigating this style of collaboration. The small course sizes foster strong
relationships between faculty and students while also providing an avenue for
faculty from other colleges to engage honors students in conversations that
maintain our culture of intellectual curiosity. We tap into Samuel Schuman’s
concept of matching the right faculty member to the student’s interest in order
to increase the quality of the student’s education (Schuman, 2005).
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To date, the Honors Laureate Diploma faculty have developed different
iterations of these courses each semester; rather than teaching a defined set
of topics repeatedly, they develop new offerings based on their expertise and
student interests. Courses have focused on current events and global issues
like natural hazards, fire management, healthcare for older adults, robotics in
society, and cryptocurrency. In these courses, students build communication
and problem-solving skills through a combination of group and individual
work. Most sections also include explicit discussions about ethics and ethical
decision-making in relation to the focus area of the class and from various
viewpoints. This inclusion of explicit ethics discussions about judgment and
decision-making follows the university-wide redirection for general education courses to include cross-disciplinary concepts like ethical reasoning and
intercultural awareness.
Among the many projects developed within these courses, students have
produced pamphlets, research posters, research reports, and public education
videos. Student products aim to address community needs or provide educational or policy recommendations to share with the public. Through the
design and production of the course-specific artifacts, students are encouraged to collaborate across majors by integrating different perspectives into
a comprehensive understanding of complex societal problems. As a first
iteration of new course offerings, the Discovery and Innovation Studios have
provided context and student perspectives for how the college can expand our
course offerings to include preparation for similar experiences that typically
occur outside of the classroom through experiential learning and undergraduate research. These courses have also reinforced the need to provide students
opportunities to engage critical thinking, ethical considerations, and discussions of the human condition.
For example, a recent section on human-environment interaction, natural hazards, and hazard-response systems required students to reflect on
their expectations beforehand and then critically evaluate their changes in
understanding based on readings and class activities. Students first examined
readings on topics like historic dispersal of modern humans in the late Pleistocene, the work of nonprofit groups to shape physical environments, and
the effects of travel to the moon on our culture here on earth. Next, students
discussed social environments and social construction in relation to ideas
like social networks. Before grappling with bureaucratic systems and policies
for responding to natural hazards, students also examined invisible interactions in the environment. Concurrently, students from this section met
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with students from a different but parallel course section about healthcare
data. They co-taught lessons and group exercises, and they covered shared
concepts in policy processes, the effects of healthcare on individuals, and hazard policies, ethics, and equity. Written reflections and class discussions on
these topics resulted in critical evaluation of the connections between human
responses to events, effects of these responses on humans, and the systems
developed to govern and manage significant events. The successful learning
outcomes of the shared classroom sessions suggested the potential benefits of
scaling the experience to more topics under a shared theme.
The evolution of the topic studio courses is the VT Honors College
SuperStudio, currently entering its third semester. Students enroll in concurrently scheduled three-credit topics courses and a one-credit transdisciplinary
studio course. All course sections are scheduled to meet in a large modular
learning space so that sections can combine for team-taught activities and
shared experiences and then split into individual sections for in-depth topic
exploration. Much like students in the single-topic Discovery and Innovation
Studios, SuperStudio students critically evaluate a specific topic in their sections and use the transdisciplinary class to discuss connections between the
topics under the shared theme. The concurrent course offerings foster collaboration between the multidisciplinary teams in each section, where students
bring in concepts from outside their primary majors to develop understandings of complex societal issues and policy contexts. The students can research
key topics in a creative space where they question ideas in a low-risk/highreward setting and work collaboratively toward transdisciplinary solutions
while tapping into the training and discussions of their peers in the other sections. The SuperStudio was developed by three Honors Laureate Diploma
faculty with three affiliated faculty from other colleges, a model within the
college for fostering campus partnerships and collaborative pedagogical practices for students.
SuperStudio includes course sections on environmental policy and social
change, data analysis for health reform, innovation for the public good, the
future of higher education, and the future of employment. These topics converge through examination of the challenges with and potential of the Green
New Deal, which is an emerging framework for addressing interconnected
crises in climate change and economic inequality. We developed a series of
integrated syllabi for the individual three-credit topics courses and an additional syllabus for the one-credit co-requisite course. Faculty for each of the
five topics sections identified overlapping concepts and developed a series of
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shared lessons that involve two or more sections meeting together each week.
For instance, the environmental policy and data analysis sections share a lesson on mis- and dis-information and misrepresentation of data; sections on
innovation, employment, and education share concepts in AI and machine
learning. Students meet once a week to discuss overarching concepts like
problem framing, ethics, equity, and innovation that bridge individual topics
and must be interrogated in order to understand the history, purpose, and
potential outcomes of the Green New Deal. The updated course structure
will serve as a catalyst for development of relationships between students and
faculty across all five of the course sections rather than within a single section.
This team-taught approach to transdisciplinary honors courses, which is a
valued best practice in honors education (Schuman, 2014), cultivates connections between concepts and fields of study. Since SuperStudio development
has thus far occurred without dedicated funding, all faculty voluntarily participated in planning meetings over the course of a year of development and
are doing so to address student interest and pedagogical expansion. Through
a set of carefully curated best practices, the SuperStudio empowers students
to confidently engage in the collaborative work they will need as professionals
and citizens to address critical twenty-first-century issues. As students branch
out in their exploration of experiential learning opportunities, the college
strives to support them through development of knowledge and capabilities
that will propel them toward lifelong learning outcomes

a new diploma option
In addition to transdisciplinary topics courses and the more ambitious SuperStudio format, the VT Honors College has worked to develop
new diploma options for students, among which is the Honors Diploma in
Collaborative Innovation offered through the Calhoun Discovery Program
(CDP). After the transition from program to college, the VT Honors College received a generous gift from a Virginia Tech alumnus and accounting
graduate, David Calhoun, to “support the launch of a pilot model of collaborative learning” with the intent of “equipping graduates with knowledge and
skills to succeed in today’s complex and dynamic society” (Polikoff, 2018).
This four-year pilot program—the Honors Diploma in Collaborative Innovation—would need to be separate from the Honors Laureate Diploma. The
proposed diploma structure aims to avoid pitfalls of recent graduates who
lack fundamental problem-solving capabilities in industry and, therefore, lack
the skills to integrate knowledge across disciplines to tackle transdisciplinary
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problems. The program design brings together students from select degree
programs across several colleges. Funding from Calhoun provides four-year
scholarships for the students, enrichment funds to sponsor experiential
learning opportunities with affiliated companies, curriculum development by
dedicated faculty, and establishment of the Calhoun Center for Higher Education Innovation as an unaffiliated center for program evaluation. Most of
the funding provides support and resources to the select group of honors students within the program who provide feedback to faculty as they cultivate
the new curricular approach. Funding support provided for CDP is dedicated
specifically to this pilot program and is separate from funding for the college
from the university.
In honors education, common practices that make up the structure of
courses are “thesis requirements, capstone courses, service learning, experiential education, and courses that combine class meetings with an online or
course-ware component” (Scott et al., 2017, p. 207). We have implemented
an empirical analysis protocol for honors education that is rooted in demography (Scott & Smith, 2016; Smith & Scott, “Demography,” 2016; Smith &
Scott, “Growth,” 2016; Scott et al., 2017). The design for the Collaborative
Innovation diploma combines these elements to provide a flexible, in-depth
experience to a cohort of students with diverse backgrounds and experiences.
The program requires students to work continuously and collaboratively on
projects where they can combine their in-major knowledge with general
education concepts and skills outside their primary majors. CDP scholars
participate in a curriculum that includes module-based classes for general
education elements, annual studio experiences of practice-like interactions,
regular mentoring sessions with faculty and representatives from partner
companies, at least one scheduled internship, and a capstone experience.
Like the SuperStudio courses, CDP studios are co-taught by academic faculty and industry professionals, providing students a chance to learn about
topics from different fundamental perspectives. The CDP studios include critique and feedback elements as well as mentoring opportunities that foster
sustained relationships with faculty. The Honors Laureate Diploma and Collaborative Innovation Diploma faculty work together to facilitate elements
of the curriculum, with the Collaborative Innovation faculty as the leads for
instruction. The goal is to graduate lifelong learners capable of driving innovation with awareness of societal impact.
The most transformative component of the Collaborative Innovation
curriculum is the one-credit, module courses. A working group composed of
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faculty from each of the participating degree programs identified threshold
concepts from each major. These concepts were used to develop a series of
short-courses that could be combined to create semester-long courses, which
would teach non-majors about the concepts that govern practices in a specific
discipline. For instance, an engineering student would participate in a set of
modules to learn the fundamentals of communications while a communications student would simultaneously enroll in a set of modules to learn the
basics of engineering. Students could also pick learning experiences based on
recognition of missing or unknown knowledge: a communications student
might identify a design deficit that would prevent him or her from communicating the significant relationship between structure and function for a
project and, therefore, would take a set of modules to learn this skill set.
Understanding of many threshold concepts is discipline-specific and
“can be considered as akin to a portal, opening up a new and previously inaccessible way of thinking about something” that can come about as a sudden
realization or as part of a slow process (Meyer and Land, 2003, p. 1). Such
concepts may initially seem “counterintuitive or even intellectually absurd at
face value” (Meyer and Land, 2003, p. 2). To ensure that students had a sense
of the importance and meaning of threshold concepts from other majors in
CDP, module-based teaching and studio components—both with online and
in-person elements—became the hallmark for the program. The modules
shape the overall curriculum structure, with the studios serving as a means
for students to tie learned concepts together and derive meaning. The studios
help students see the gaps in their knowledge that can be filled by additional
module courses through “just-in-time” online learning.
The studio element was heavily discussed by working-group and teaching faculty because the term “studio” can have disciplinary-specific definitions.
Ultimately, the program was framed such that students will experience four
years of learning, practicing, and honing the process skills necessary to
develop critical thinking skills, iterative learning, considerations of the human
element, and productive teamwork skills. The studios serve as sandbox learning environments, where faculty and company partners can challenge the
students to think about complex problems. The sandbox framework allows for
students and industry professionals to discuss, develop, and explore problem
spaces that have no single, correct solution but, if resolved, can translate to
significant social impact on a large scale. This experience is supplemented by
tutoring from honors college faculty as experts in their fields, industry partner
representatives as “professors of practice” with specific experience related to
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the sandbox framework, and faculty from the represented majors as an additional level of teaching and research expertise within the students’ primary
disciplines. Students participate in an internship at a nonprofit or industry
partner organization between their junior and senior years to improve their
engagement in their capstone projects. The studios serve as the common element occurring throughout the four-year program, continuously challenging
the students to explore unstructured problem spaces and interact with individuals outside their major. Student scholars are further able to tap into study
abroad and other supplemental experiential learning opportunities through
the Presidential Global Scholars program and reserved experiential learning
funds. Contact with industry partners provides students additional opportunities to develop critical thinking and communication skills, providing a
context in which students can grow and learn to advocate positions and ideas
that focus on societal innovation and improvement of the human condition.
Best practices learned from the Discovery and Innovation Studios within
the overarching honors curriculum have translated to curricular elements of
the Collaborative Innovation framework. As with the SuperStudio courses,
some of our faculty have voluntarily taken on overload schedules in order
to contribute to the development process because of our strong belief in the
learning outcomes of the experience. Initial feedback from students indicates that they engage in critical thinking and consideration of systems more
deeply given these types of opportunities than in traditional lecture-style
classes taught by individual faculty. The faculty believe strongly in serving as
role models for the type of learning, exploration, and service that we expect
from our honors students.

expanded research course offerings
The adjustments to the college curriculum that resulted in the development of the studio courses precipitated a need to evaluate the learning
outcomes and identify potential gaps not addressed by this teaching
approach. Preliminary student perceptions of learning within our honors
courses indicated that students did not see all the elements necessary for
them to confidently participate in independent research experiences. Therefore, the Honors Laureate Diploma faculty expanded our course offerings to
include exploratory courses on basic methodology of quantitative and qualitative research practices that would be applicable in the social, physical, and
life sciences. Previously, the college had two approved research course offerings: an introductory course on research practices taught through guided
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development of a group research proposal and a research principles course
explaining the theory behind transdisciplinary research. Courses on research,
like topics courses, are common in honors colleges and programs (Scott et
al., 2017; Sederberg, 2008). We imagined the research courses as an integrated suite of courses in quantitative and qualitative undergraduate research
practices, from introductory to advanced levels. The college now provides
research training in theory and practice structured as four scaffolding courses
that cover smaller collections of relevant material each semester so that students have more time to grapple with research question design, identifying
extant research, building the foundations for framing a research proposal, and
engaging some of the skills necessary to become research practitioners. The
outcome from the course suite remains development of a research proposal
of the students’ choosing, but the path to get there will include additional
steps along the way to ensure that students understand why each step is a
necessary and effective part of the research process. The courses progress
from foundational concepts through intermediate practices for establishing a
research project, concluding with an in-depth study of analytical techniques
for drawing conclusions from quantitative and qualitative data. Students can
enter and exit the suite of courses at any point based on their individual needs
for research training and participation in experiential learning opportunities
that result in similar learning outcomes.
Clearly explaining and defending research questions, designs, and outcomes can be tricky and require a mastery of discipline-specific vernaculars,
a confidence in the interpretation of results, and opportunities to practice
applying research skills. Mastering foundational research skills and defending research decisions is one way these course offerings can help students
develop strong oral communication skills. Through both informal discussions and formal presentations, students highlight research ideas of interest
to them without enrolling solely in courses that are labeled as public speaking or debate courses. Rather than teaching communication and discourse as
separate, isolated topics, the courses apply context through use of these skills
in a research environment.
The introductory research course in the series focuses on critical practices in quantitative and qualitative research, providing an overview of the
research process and development of research questions. The next offering in
the series takes on intermediate-level study of critical practices in quantitative
and qualitative research for honors college students, including identification of funding opportunities for research, collaborating across disciplines,
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designing introductory research protocols, managing research projects,
and using posters to present research findings. The third course focuses on
designing quantitative and qualitative research protocols, applying principles
of transdisciplinary project management, refining research protocols based
on the feasibility of data collection, maintaining research ethics and integrity, planning for data collection, and planning for dissemination of research
findings. The fourth in the series focuses on data collection and analysis,
including working with multiple types of data, data cleaning and managing,
evaluating the work of others, and communicating conclusions to general
audiences. Classes are intended to be taken as needed, and we anticipate that
some students will take a single course in the suite while others will take all of
the courses as a preparatory series for engagement in independent research.
Again, the goal is to foster development of competitive professional skills
while encouraging curiosity about research topics, with the added benefit of
curricular training for engagement in undergraduate research opportunities.
We recognize that the course suite does not address the full breadth of
research methods, which we attribute to the limited faculty cohort size and
need to incorporate additional professional backgrounds into our instructional faculty roster. The benefit of the current suite to honors education is
the initiation of conversations with the students about research as the first
step in encouraging them to find meaning and value in similar processes in
all professional fields. As the Honors Laureate faculty work toward building
partnerships with other colleges and campus partners, we hope to expand the
types of research that our students can practice. Future course proposals may
include elements of participatory action research, citizen and community science, and translational research.

conclusions
The general trajectory of growth in honors education seemingly involves
the transition from program to college like the one Virginia Tech is undertaking, but research shows that faculty in colleges are less likely to confer with
the head of honors about course offerings (Scott et al., 2017). Additionally,
many of the faculty teaching honors courses are borrowed from other areas
of the university (Scott et al., 2017). As Scott et al. point out, gaps in communication may make it difficult for students to internalize an honors mission
if the faculty teaching the courses are somewhat removed from the honors
environment. The VT Honors College has taken the approach of hiring a
small number of dedicated internal faculty and involving them in the process
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of curriculum development and implementation from the start. Supporting this small core of dedicated faculty means they can focus on developing
experiences for and relationships with honors college students and can help
them develop critical thinking skills that are not typically paramount in one
disciplinary home or another but serve as a bridge between disciplines. This
objective requires the selection of perceptive, resilient faculty dedicated to
creating engaging and interesting experiences for students that often take
more time and effort to develop than would traditional courses.
The Discovery and Innovation Studios, SuperStudio, and research suite
arose from a collective effort by the three Honors Laureate faculty to provide different approaches to teaching that can be combined to better engage
students while helping them identify and refine their own approaches to navigating the world. The CDP and Collaborative Innovation faculty expanded
our in-house expertise while providing the more senior Honors Laureate faculty with peers as mentors and collaborators on the common elements of the
two diploma systems. The different disciplinary backgrounds of the faculty
drive us to constantly examine and update our understanding of global issues
and approaches to navigating transdisciplinary problem spaces. Our efforts
demonstrate the depth and scope of curriculum development that can be
accomplished by faculty working in small teams to meet the large goals of
developing critical thinking skills or considering the human condition. Rather
than focusing on specific topics as individual practitioners, we develop shared
contexts and experiences in which students can develop those skills.
The faculty accomplish this task through constantly collecting student
perceptions of their learning process in each course, regularly updating our
data collection process, evaluating learning objectives and outcomes at regular intervals throughout each semester, and communicating successes and
areas for improvement with our peers on campus and at national conferences.
The faculty serve on committees within the college, where we are involved
in activities like developing the strategic plan for the college and the process
for awarding student scholarships. We also serve on university committees so
that we can report back to the college about diversity and inclusion initiatives
for recruitment of faculty and students, student engagement in experiential
learning, and university initiatives to update the academic experience of our
entire student population.
Development of the current course offerings also requires patience and
willingness to iterate. Several of the ideas for curriculum and course offerings
were initially more narrowly conceived, but as courses were developed and
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taught, feedback from students encouraged us to push new offerings further.
The flexibility to continually refine and develop courses allows us to respond
to student needs and feedback efficiently and effectively. Collaborative course
development and iteration are acknowledged by members of the administration and are reported on annual faculty reviews to show that we are advancing
the college and university missions; thus, decision-makers value our work
and the time we spend doing it. Students have also acknowledged the value of
the work we do in fostering critical thinking and creativity, articulating how
the skills they learned here translate to other classes and future professional
endeavors.
When we take a step back from all that has been developed within the
college over the last three years, we see that we have been and continue to
model the transdisciplinary capabilities we wish to instill in our students.
Although ambitious given the timeline, the collaboration and communication that occur within the college have motivated our success. Getting to this
point took time, effort, and a substantial amount of civil debate to show the
importance of thinking beyond the norms of general and honors education.
A willingness to obtain student perspectives and translate their constructive
thoughts to actionable items has resulted in a positive response from students
despite some initial resistance to significant changes. Most of the initiatives
explained here (CDP is the exception) were carried out by a small group of
faculty members with minimal budgetary contributions outside of faculty
salary. While the Honors Laureate faculty are an added benefit to the effort,
affiliate faculty and those interested in focusing efforts on honors education
could accomplish the course development outlined here. The tradeoff in this
case would be the need for a longer timeline for faculty with duties elsewhere
at the university and for less bandwidth for faculty to complete the assessment elements that we implemented for beneficial short-term adjustments.
Structurally, we were able to align the goals of the many interested parties
to make the college transition a success. The dean serves as an advocate for
change, regularly sharing our efforts with the university administration, and
trusts the recommendations of the faculty based on evidence from the body
of literature on teaching and learning as well as data collected from students.
The faculty constantly question if the current state of our courses appropriately meets the established goals of the collective, occasionally pushing to
update goals that no longer make sense for the academic needs of the students. The dean and faculty are vigilant in efforts to connect with individuals
and groups on campus who could benefit from and would elevate what we are
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doing in the college. The students are willing to engage in experimentation
with their learning process, recognizing that the honors experience should be
about engaging in opportunities to challenge their expectations for academic
success.
We have highlighted here the achievement of our goal to become vanguards for change and to foster positive societal impact as a valuable avenue
for engaging in honors education. Moving ahead, we look forward to following and contributing to the continuing conversations about shifts in higher
education that are happening within and outside of honors.
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The Role of Admissions Practices in
Diversifying Honors Populations:
A Case Study
Andrea Radasanu and Gregory Barker
Northern Illinois University
Abstract: While there is scant evidence that standardized test results (SAT/ACT)
predict college success, these scores can act as barriers to college admissions and
honors programs, particularly for students in underserved communities. This study
examines the impact of transitioning from an honors admission framework—in
which standardized tests are a key variable in the process—to a test-blind environment with holistic admissions protocols that identify students who are academically
strong as well as engaged in extracurricular activities. Parallel (test-dependent and
test-blind) admissions protocols were used in 2020–2021 applications to determine
if a test-blind environment fostered greater inclusivity and diversity in the first-year
honors cohort. Data suggest that test-blind transitions yielded a more ethnically
diverse honors applicant pool as well as first-year cohort population. Results also
indicate that students of color are more likely to notice the test-blind admission
option and that this option is more likely to have an effect on their decision to
apply than on their white counterparts. Survey respondents (n = 105) also attest
to their confidence in graduating with honors. While high across ethnicities and
genders, rankings of desire and commitment to remain in the program are highest
among Black and Hispanic students. Augmenting data on test-blind admissions, the
authors reflect on the newly adopted holistic review process, acknowledging that
other aspects of admissions must be addressed for achieving meaningful diversity
and inclusion in honors.
Keywords: university & college admission; educational equalization; standardized tests; holistic admissions review; Northern Illinois University (IL)—Honors
Program
Citation: Honors in Practice, 2021, Vol. 17:45–62
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introduction

I

n 2020, the National Collegiate Honors Council published Honors Enrollment Management: Toward a Theory and Practice of Inclusion, an online paper
that sets forth guidelines for inclusive admissions practices. The authors note
that dependence on standardized test scores is among the most problematic
admissions practices for honors programs as they benefit students from privileged backgrounds and lack predictive value regarding college success. The
authors also note that inclusion has been an important topic within the honors community for over a decade, with programs increasingly moving away
from admissions criteria rooted in standardized test scores and toward holistic admissions appraisals.
Evidence of the lack of correlation between standardized test results and
college success continues to mount (Green & Kimbrough, 2008; Khé, 2007;
McKay, 2009; Smith & Zagurski, 2013), and a burgeoning body of research
shows these test scores are a barrier to entry for students from underserved
communities. Rhea (2017) observes that Hispanic and African American
students are likely to have lower standardized scores than students from
other backgrounds (135). He references the ACT National Graduating Class
2016 data, which showed that on average African American students scored
5.2 points lower and Hispanic students scored 3.5 points lower than White
students. These deficits have stayed remarkably consistent over the last four
years: the ACT Profile Report for the class of 2020 states that African American students scored 5.3 points on average below White students and that
Hispanic students continued to score 3.5 points lower.
Both Rhea (2017) and McKay (2009) discuss the hindrance that standardized tests present to diversity in honors programs. The issues they tackle
are of concern at Northern Illinois University (NIU) as well, where the University Honors Program (NIU UHP) has failed to mirror the diversity of the
wider institution historically. Looking at the entering class of fall 2018, when
the institution began to focus on equity issues in the NIU UHP, Black students
made up 31% of the incoming first-year class but only 3% of the incoming
honors class. An important impediment was clearly the gatekeeping of standardized test scores. Fewer than 6% of the Black incoming first-year students
qualified for the UHP according to standardized test scores as compared to
23% of White students. In fact, Asian and Hispanic first-year students of that
year also lagged behind White students with about 6% of each group eligible
for honors given their test scores. With an eye to addressing these inequities,
NIU and the NIU UHP began to plan for a test-blind admissions environment.
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This essay offers some important insights garnered from the NIU UHP’s
transition from an admissions framework in which standardized tests were
a key variable in the gatekeeping process to a test-blind environment and a
holistic admissions protocol. For the 2020–2021 school year, the NIU UHP
ran parallel admissions protocols that provided a unique opportunity to test
the hypothesis that a test-blind environment fosters inclusivity and greater
diversity. This parallel process along with a survey given to the incoming firstyear cohort in 2020 provided the NIU UHP the opportunity to investigate
the following questions:
1.	 Does holistic review attract students from diverse backgrounds to
apply to honors programs?
2.	 Does the holistic review process help diversify the honors student
population?
3.	 How do honors programs ensure that holistic review does not embed
patterns of privilege?
Based on the data collected, this transition yielded a more diverse pool of
applicants as well as a more diverse entering NIU UHP class. The initial lessons gleaned from holistic review also provide the beginnings of important
conversations about best holistic admissions practices. As more programs
begin to take on the challenge of adopting inclusive admissions practices, sharing experiences such as these both (1) helps confirm the building consensus
about the negative effects of standardized tests for admissions gatekeeping
and (2) establishes robust entrance mechanisms that identify diverse, active,
and dedicated honor students.

methods
NIU adopted a test-blind institutional approach for undergraduate
admissions that took effect for fall 2021 admissions. The NIU UHP started
its shift to test-blind holistic review one year earlier, for fall 2020 admissions.
During the fall 2020 admissions cycle, the NIU UHP recognized both the
outgoing admissions criteria and the incoming holistic review protocols.
Applicants could automatically qualify for admission by meeting test score
and high school GPA (HSGPA) thresholds based on the outgoing catalog language, but they were also informed that they could opt out of providing test
scores and submit to holistic review. These circumstances occurred because
of the transition and overlap between the outgoing and the new admissions
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protocols but also presented a unique opportunity to conduct important
research about how the two protocols might affect diversity.
Please note that the NIU UHP also admits transfer and continuing students. In this study, the data reflect only first-year admissions as the issue is
primarily moving from mandatory standardized test score minimums to testblind holistic review.
Three sets of data are reflected in this study. First are the first-year applications received for fall 2019 and fall 2020. Second are the data on how all
first-year students were admitted into the NIU UHP to see if greater diversity
was achieved through holistic review where standardized test scores were not
provided or failed to meet the score threshold that was applied previously.
Third is a survey conducted to determine if applicants were aware of the test
optional policy and if this knowledge made a difference in their decision to
apply to the NIU UHP. The second set of data helps ascertain if certain mechanisms provide a more equitable gateway into the program, and the first and
third attempt to glean whether the pool of applicants expanded with the test
optional feature for fall 2020 applicants.
Admission Criteria Overview
The outgoing criteria were thresholds of HSGPA (3.75) and SAT
(1280)/ACT (27) scores, which, if met, garnered the applicant automatic
acceptance to the NIU UHP.
The new holistic review scores several measures of preparedness on a
scale of 0–3, with different relative weighting given to the various measures:
• Academic record/academic preparedness: HSGPA (50%)
• Academic record/academic preparedness: AP credits/classes (10%)
• Commitment/interest in honors education principles (enrichment,
engagement, drive, curiosity): Essay content (10%)
• Communication/academic preparedness: Essay style (10%)
• Engagement Record (co- and extra-curricular engagement, leadership
potential, meaningful responsibilities in academics or outside of academics, including work): Activities and obligations (20%)
HSGPA is weighted heavily because it is a proven predictor of academic
success (McKay, 2009:79). Since the NIU UHP has co-curricular as well as
curricular requirements, it is valuable to gauge if the applicants value engagement, but in an effort not to penalize students whose personal and financial
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circumstances do not permit them to participate in such unpaid activities,
significant work or home obligations are awarded high rubric scores (Badenhausen, 2018:11). The essay is largely meant as a measure of interest in and
probable commitment to the program as well as its proficiency as a written
piece of communication. Access to AP courses and tests can certainly be
problematic; if distinctions by background begin to emerge as data from
holistic review is gathered, then this measure will be reconsidered.
In addition to the holistic review provision, the NIU UHP instituted a
conditional admission category of admission. Conditional admission means
that students score slightly below the ideal rubric range for entrance into the
program and are admitted to the UHP on a conditional basis. Students admitted in the “conditional” range in fall 2020 were not made aware of this fact but
were provided with opportunities for extra advising and other support for
their first couple of semesters in the program. As the holistic approach was
new, the NIU UHP wanted to identify a range of academic and engagement
scores that would accord with probable success in the program but, at the
same time, identify a benefit-of-the-doubt admissions range to ensure that
privilege was not inadvertently included in the new holistic review. After all,
privilege also manifests itself with better guidance in completing admissions
essays and so forth.
For fall 2020 NIU UHP admissions, applicants could choose to provide standardized test scores or submit to holistic review. On the evaluation
side, all applications—even those with test scores and HSGPAs that met the
outgoing automatic admission criteria—were assessed through the holistic
review mechanism. From the applicant’s point of view, they were accepted
into the program if they passed either the holistic review or the automatic
admission criteria. For the sake of this study, it was possible to see if the
makeup of the honors student body changed or became more diverse as a
result of the test-blind holistic review as opposed to the automatic admission
criteria that relied in large part on standardized test scores. Going forward,
students will all be assessed based on holistic review, and standardized test
scores will not be accepted.
Survey Overview
An online survey was launched on September 10, 2020, via email to 212
first-year students who applied and were admitted to the NIU UHP and registered at NIU in the fall 2020 semester. Of these 212 students, 182 ended up
as the first-year honors cohort, with 40 of the applicants admitted to the NIU
49

Radasanu and Barker

UHP failing to complete the mandatory honors orientation process. For the
purposes of the survey, it made sense to contact all NIU students who experienced the NIU UHP fall 2020 application process.
Three email reminders were sent on September 14, 17, and 21. The survey
closed two days after the final email reminder. In the final tally, 112 students
began the survey and 105 completed it for a response rate of 50.5%. As Table 1
indicates, the demographic makeup of the respondents closely approximates
the full fall 2020 UHP cohort. The survey instrument focused on whether the
applicants were affected by the option not to submit standardized test scores
(i.e., SAT or ACT) in order to gain entry to the NIU UHP. In addition to a
short series of questions querying whether they provided test scores (including the actual test score, if they remembered), all respondents were asked the
following three questions:
1.	 When completing the application to join the University Honors Program, were you aware that you could qualify based on two different
sets of criteria: automatic admission through high school GPA and
standardized test scores OR through a holistic review that did not
include standardized test scores? (Yes or no answer)
2.	 Did the option to apply without submitting standardized test scores
have any effect on your decision to apply to the University Honors
Program? Please Explain.
3.	 Express how likely you are to remain in the Honors program and graduate with Honors. (Likert scale, five points from “extremely likely” to
“extremely unlikely”)
Using Student IDs provided as a part of the survey, the researchers located
standardized test scores provided as a part of their application to NIU for
105 respondents. Due to extremely small n-sizes for some ethnicities, survey
analyses will focus primarily on Black Non-Hispanic, Hispanic, and White
Non-Hispanic respondents.

results
Honors First-Year Applications (2019 vs. 2020)
First-year applications grew overall from 2019 to 2020, but the number
of Black and Hispanic applicants grew at dramatically higher rates, 150% and
100% respectively, than the overall applicant pool (9%) (see Table 2).
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Honors First-Year Population (2019 vs. 2020)
The first-year composition of the NIU UHP diversified from 2019 to
2020. While White students made up 79% of the first-year entering class of
2019, they made up 62% of the 2020 fall entering class in the NIU UHP. The
number of Black first-year students in honors tripled, and the number of Hispanic first-year students in the program doubled (see Table 3).
Method of Admission into the NIU UHP
The dual admission assessment conducted made it possible to determine
under which admission protocol each applicant was accepted and, ultimately,
whether the holistic appraisal aided the process of diversification.
Holistic review makes a clear difference for both Black and Hispanic students. Without holistic review, the percentages of the Black and White honors

Table 1.	Demographic Makeup of Survey Respondents vs.
2020 UHP Cohort
Demographic
Asian Non-Hispanic
Black Non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Other
No Response
Two or More Races
White Non-Hispanic
Totals

Sample
Count
Percent
7
7
11
10
16
15
1
3
67
105

1
3
64
100

Cohort
Count
Percent
13
7
20
11
26
14
1
1
1
1
9
5
112
62
182
100

Table 2.	Honors First-Year Applications 2019 vs. 2020
Demographic
Asian Non-Hispanic
Black Non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Other
White Non-Hispanic
Totals

Number of
Applicants 2019
21
12
13
23
158
227
51

Number of
Applicants 2020
22
30
26
15
154
247

Percent
Growth
5
150
100
– 35
–3
9
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populations would resemble the breakdown of the 2019 incoming class where
the former made up 5% of the honors population and the latter 79% (see Table
3). Almost four times more Black students were admitted through holistic
review than qualified through test scores; over twice the number of Hispanic
students were admitted through holistic review than qualified through test
scores. Asian students were fairly evenly distributed between the two modes of
admission criteria while twice as many White students were admitted through
qualifying test scores than through holistic review, thus qualifying through
both gateways.
Conditional Holistic Admissions into the NIU UHP
Without the conditional holistic admissions provision, the fall 2020 class
would have been less diverse. Black applicants in particular are overrepresented in this conditional admissions category. Of the 29 Black students who
were admitted, 23 were admitted holistically, and 15 of these 23 would have
qualified without the conditional admission category (see Tables 4 and 5).
The conditional admissions category housed two kinds of applicants:
(1) those who struggled on the automatic test score criteria and scored in
a mediocre range on the holistic review and (2) applicants who likely relied
on their test scores for admission and did not make adequate effort on their
holistic applications. In the conditional admissions category, 61% had qualifying test scores. Of White applicants who were admitted conditionally
based on their holistic scores, 72% had qualifying standardized test scores
compared to 27% of Black applicants. Hispanic and Asian applicants who
scored in the conditional holistic range also lagged well below White applicants in this range. The “other” category was too small and heterogenous to
draw any conclusions.

Table 3.	New First-Year Honors Students by Ethnicity
Demographic
Asian Non-Hispanic
Black Non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Other
White Non-Hispanic
Totals

Fall 2019
Count
Percent
5
4
6
5
13
10
4
3
104
79
132
100
52

Fall 2020
Count
Percent
13
7
20
11
26
14
11
6
112
62
182
100
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Holistic Rubric Scores by Ethnicity
As Table 6 shows, the average rubric scores by component measurement
for conditionally admitted students support the supposition that some applicants scored poorly on the rubric because they were relying on their test scores
and HSGPAs to be admitted automatically (via the outgoing admissions criteria). In general, there is an inverse correlation between lower HSGPA (and
perhaps also lower engagement scores) and higher essay scores (particularly
essay content). Recall that the essay attempted to capture the desire and motivation to join the UHP. The group that wrote the strongest essays by far were
Black students, perhaps signifying the effort exerted on the part of the application that could be controlled. And the group that wrote the weakest essays
were White students, who, with few exceptions, would have known that their
test scores and HSGPA would guarantee them entrance into the NIU UHP.

Table 4. Method of Admission into the NIU UHP for Fall 2020
Demographic
Asian Non-Hispanic
Black Non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Other
White Non-Hispanic
Totals

Qualified via
Test Scores
Count Percent
12
9
6
5
7
5
5
4
103
77
133
100

Qualified via
Holistic Review
Count Percent
10
9
23
21
17
16
9
8
49
45
108
100

Total
Admitted
Count Percent
22
9
29
12
24
10
14
6
152
63
241
100

Note: All but 3 admitted first-year students who qualified through test scores also qualified through holistic review. Those identified as qualifying through holistic review qualified only through holistic review.

Table 5.	Conditional Holistic Admissions into the NIU UHP
Demographic
Asian
Black
Hispanic
Other
White
Totals

Qualified via Test
Count
Percent
4
57
3
27
3
60
3
75
23
72
36
61

Did Not
Qualify via Test
Count
Percent
3
43
8
73
2
40
1
25
9
28
23
39
53

Total
Count
Percent
7
100
11
100
5
100
4
100
32
100
59
100
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Whether scoring very high on the admissions rubric or scoring toward
the lower “conditional” end of the spectrum, a minority of Black students
had standardized test scores that qualified for automatic admission; 27% of
Black students who were admitted conditionally and 20% of Black students
who scored in the highest holistic echelon had qualifying test scores (see
Table 7). For Hispanic and Asian applicants, the data are not as consistent.
The makeup of Asian students in the honors-admitted pool of students does
not vary a great deal according to type of admission, and while admission
through test scores falls below that of White students, it is much higher than
for Black students. For both White and Hispanic students, a greater percentage of the group qualified through test scores when admitted conditionally
than when achieving the highest rubric scores possible; this again likely
relates to the amount of effort that went into the application when applicants were aware of meeting the automatic test criteria while completing the
application.

Table 6.	Average Rubric Scores (Range 0–3) for Conditional
Admits (Fall 2020)
Demographic
Asian
Black
Hispanic
White

GPA
(0–3)
2.86
2.27
2.60
2.70

AP
(0–3)
0.43
0.73
0.20
0.64

Essay Style Essay Content Engagement
(0–3)
(0–3)
(0–3)
0.57
0.71
1.71
1.73
1.91
1.64
0.80
0.80
2.60
0.58
0.55
2.21

Table 7.	Conditional vs. High Rubric Scores by Ethnicity/Race

Demographic
Asian
Black
Hispanic
White
Other
Totals

Conditional
Holistic
Admission
Count Percent
7
12
11
19
5
8
32
54
4
7
59
100

Qualified via
Highest
Test Scores
Rubric Scores
(28+ out of 30) Conditional Highest
Count Percent Percent
Percent
7
9
57
57
5
7
27
20
3
4
60
33
55
73
72
64
5
7
75
0
75
100
—
—
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Survey Findings:
Attitudes Toward Holistic Review Admission Option
Figure 1 reports the percent of respondents, by ethnicity, who were aware
of the option to submit or not submit standardized test scores as a part of
their honors application. Although most students were aware of this option
(78%), Black and Hispanic students were much more aware of this option
than their White peers.
Figure 2 shows the percent of respondents who reported that the option
not to submit standardized test scores as a part of their honors application
played a role in their decision to apply. As the figure indicates, the option not
to submit test scores was more significant for Black and Hispanic students
than for their White peers and for women more than for men.

Figure 1.	Percent of Respondents, by Ethnicity, Who Were
Aware of the Optional Submission of Test Scores
Q: When completing the application to join the University Honors Program, were
you aware that you could qualify based on two different sets of criteria: automatic admission through high school GPA and standardized test scores OR
through a holistic review that did not include standardized test scores?
100
90
80
Percent Aware

70

81

80

64

60
50
40
30
20
10
0

Black
Hispanic
Non-Hispanic		
		
Ethnicity

55
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Non-Hispanic
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When asked Did you provide any standardized test scores when you applied
to the honors program?, a total of 68% of the respondents indicated that they
had provided test scores as a part of their honors application. This matched
closely with the percent of respondents who actually qualified for the honors program through their standardized test scores. In contrast, those who
responded either “no” or “don’t recall” overwhelmingly did not meet the
stated standardized test score thresholds for admission into the NIU UHP.
Table 8 reports the number and percent of students who provided their test
scores as a part of their honors application. As the table indicates, Black students were less likely to provide standardized test scores and more likely not
to recall submitting standardized test scores than their Hispanic and White
peers.

Figure 2.	Percent of Respondents Who Reported that the
Option Not to Submit Test Scores Played a Role in
Their Decision to Apply
Q: Did the option to apply without submitting standardized test scores have any
effect on your decision to apply to the University Honors Program?
Percent Effected

40
30
20
10
0

31
22

14

Black
Hispanic
Non-Hispanic		
		 Ethnicity

White
Non-Hispanic

21
13
Female
Male
Gender

Table 8.	Student Responses when Asked if They Provided Test
Scores with Their Application
Demographic
Black Non-Hispanic
Hispanic
White Non-Hispanic

Yes
No
Don’t Recall
Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent
6
55
2
18
3
27
11
69
3
19
2
13
49
73
7
10
11
16
56
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Recall that standardized test scores were institutionally available for nearly
every respondent regardless of whether they provided them as part of their
honors application. Figure 3 shows the percent of students who were eligible
for honors based on their standardized test scores. These data were further
disaggregated by each student’s ethnicity and their decision to provide standardized test scores as a part of their honors application. White students who
provided standardized test scores were more likely to be eligible for honors
than their Black and Hispanic peers (63% versus 33% and 27%, respectively).
Furthermore, Black and Hispanic respondents who chose not to submit test
scores were universally ineligible for honors (via standardized test scores).
Students were provided with an opportunity to explain why they chose
to provide or not to provide test scores. The explanations for not providing
test scores can be divided into three categories:
1.	 Test scores do not reflect overall ability to succeed in honors. (31%)
2.	 Tests scores are too low, and not submitting them provided me with
the opportunity to gain entry. (56%)
3.	 I submitted scores even if not necessary. (13%)

Figure 3.	Percent of Students Who Were Eligible for Honors
Based on Their Standardized Test Scores by Whether
They Provided Test Scores and Ethnicity
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Percent Eligible
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The most common response for not submitting their test scores was that they
were too low for admission, suggesting that eliminating the requirement for
a test score encouraged some students to apply for honors who might not
otherwise have done so although no particular ethnicity was more likely to
feel this way.
Figure 4 reports the students’ confidence in graduating With Honors by
ethnicity. While confidence is high across the ethnicities and genders, it is
highest among Black and Hispanic students, but perhaps rather than confidence, this response expresses a desire and commitment to remaining in the
program.

Figure 4.	Student Confidence in Graduating With Honors
by Ethnicity
Q: Express how likely you are to remain in the Honors program and graduate
with Honors. Percent “Likely” or “Very Likely”
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analysis
The implications of this study for its three research questions are as
follows:
Question 1
Does holistic review attract students from diverse backgrounds to
apply to honors programs?
The answer to this question appears to be yes. The holistic review provided an opportunity for students to gain entry into the NIU UHP who would
not have had that opportunity based on the former entrance criteria. For fall
2020, a more diverse group of students applied to the program. Table 2 shows
that applications from Black students increased by 150% from 2019 and
applications from Hispanic students by 100%. Applications and admissions
for White students stayed relatively flat over the two admissions cycles. While
the reasons for this shift may be varied, including the fact that the institution
grows more diverse each year, we can confidently say that the holistic review
option provided an avenue into the program that encouraged applications
by students from diverse and underserved backgrounds and communities.
Through the survey, we saw that Black and Hispanic students were more
aware of the option not to provide test scores than their White peers and that
this option affected their decision to apply at significantly higher rates than
their White peers: 22% of Black respondents, 31% of Hispanic respondents,
and 14% of White respondents said the existence of the holistic, test-free
option influenced their decision to apply.
Question 2
Does the holistic review process help diversify the honors student
population?
With one year of holistic review completed, the answer is also yes. While
not all honors programs suffer from a deficit in diversity vis-à-vis the wider
institutional or community contexts, some—such as the NIU UHP—do. In
these cases, the results of our study encourage programs to consider whether
standardized test thresholds primarily act as a form of exclusionary gatekeeping. In the NIU environment, Black students are deeply disadvantaged when
it comes to standardized test scores. Out of the 29 Black students who were
admitted, 23, or 79%, did so holistically and not through the test scores. Four
out of the five Black students who scored 28 out of 30 on the rubric would not
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have qualified based on their standardized test scores. Hispanic students are
also disadvantaged by the test score requirement: of the 24 Hispanic students
admitted into the NIU UHP, 17 or 70% qualified based on holistic review alone.
The survey results also show that applicants are aware of the implications
when programs do or do not provide them with an opportunity to be admitted without standardized test scores. Most applicants said they would have
applied regardless of whether the standardized test scores were mandatory,
but among those who were affected by the option not to provide these scores,
many provided accounts of why this mattered to them. About a third of those
who offered comments said that test scores do not reflect their ability to succeed. One respondent wrote: “I love how the University Honors Program gave
me the opportunity to display all that I had accomplished throughout my four
years of high school outside of standardized testing.” Others expressed similar
sentiments, linking their belief that standardized tests do not tell the story of
a person’s promise to their affinity for the UHP for sharing this point of view
with them. Holistic review can attract students who see in test optional/blind
policies a program that acknowledges them as whole individuals.
Question 3
How do honors programs ensure that holistic review does not embed
patterns of privilege?
NIU UHP’s experience of the last year shows the impact that the conditional holistic admission had on diversifying the fall 2020 class. Eight out
of the 29 Black students who were admitted to the program qualified under
conditional holistic admissions, so a quarter of Black students would not have
had the honors opportunity based on test scores or strong rubric scores. Having no maximum number of program participants, we decided in the early
days of setting rubric cutoffs to consider the “maybe” scores in favor of the
students. Students are not stigmatized or treated any differently if admitted
in this manner, but program staff do reach out more frequently and enforce a
stricter advising protocol to help these students meet their goal of succeeding
in the honors program.

conclusion
The NIU UHP’s experience of the transition to a test-blind admission
process provides welcome news that these sorts of changes can bring fast shifts
toward more inclusive honors student populations, bolstering the theory that
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admissions protocols rooted in standardized test scores can contribute to
equity issues for underserved minorities. Based on the data reported here, a
more diverse applicant pool can emerge from the shift to test-blind holistic
admissions.
The hard work of building equitable gateways while also identifying students who are suited to make the most of their honors education does not stop
with abandoning standardized tests. As consensus about the appropriateness
of holistic review grows and as more programs jettison their standardized test
regimes, identifying students who are academically strong as well as engaged
in extracurricular activities is a key issue in honors admissions. The holistic
review that the NIU UHP is currently using will no doubt need to evolve;
we offer it not as a model but as an attempt to share with transparency the
beginnings of a new admissions regime. Inclusive admissions practices need
to include many other considerations that the authors of the NCHC position paper mention, including reevaluating invitation-based honors program
promotion and the overall narratives that describe honors missions to prospective students (NCHC’s Honors Enrollment Management, 2020; see also
Badenhausen, 2018).
One meaningful insight from our year-long study is that applicants
tended to notice and appreciate that holistic review meant that the full extent
of their work over many years mattered to an honors program. Holistic review
may help both with diversity and with fit, telegraphing what values an honors
program hopes to instill and how it will further growth and fulfillment in the
course of completion.
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students comprehend and tackle complex issues, the authors suggest that honors
programs and practitioners are uniquely poised to help illumine political issues
associated with healthcare, which are often abundant and perplexing.
Keywords: human rights—study & teaching; right to health care; probit analysis;
human rights-based approach; University of Nebraska at Kearney (NE)—Honors
Program
Citation: Honors in Practice, 2021, Vol. 17:63–81

introduction

P

olitical issues associated with healthcare are abundant and perplexing.
As Salhi and Brown (2019) observed in their study, it is important to
explore the understanding of human rights in the undergraduate setting and
to extract the student understanding of health as a human right. We used an
honors program at a four-year public institution as a microcosm to study
perceptions of healthcare. The students in this program are of high academic
63

Longo, Machida, and Falconer

ability, and, more importantly, their high school records demonstrate a pattern of engagement. Thus, we believe they offer a good sample population for
exploring ideas about healthcare as a human right.
Throughout the history of Western culture, the allocation of healthcare
resources for the greater citizenry has been an intermittent concern of global,
national, and local policymakers. The fifth-century B.C. Hippocratic Oath
begins with the following statement:
I swear by Apollo the physician, and Asclepius, and Hygieia and Panacea and all the gods and goddesses as my witnesses, that, according
to my ability and judgement, I will keep this Oath and this contract:
To hold him who taught me this art equally dear to me as my parents,
to be a partner in life with him, and to fulfill his needs when required;
to look upon his offspring as equals to my own siblings, and to teach
them this art, if they shall wish to learn it, without fee or contract; and
that by the set rules, lectures, and every other mode of instruction, I
will impart a knowledge of the art to my own sons, and those of my
teachers, and to students bound by this contract and having sworn
this Oath to the law of medicine, but to no others. (Greek Medicine)
At this ancient time, there was a notion that healthcare would be provided
in an ethical manner as well as delivered to all. The importance of the righteous dominion of healthcare has continued to characterize health policy up
through today. A “rights-based” perspective of healthcare has been clearly
articulated in the international arena (Leary, 1994; Gable, 2011). The 1948
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 25, for instance, provides
that:
Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health
and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing,
housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right
to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond
his control. (United Nations)
The formal status of health as a human right ought to be manifested in
the social contract between a sovereign nation and its people, and as time
has progressed from ancient civilizations to the UN Declaration, the idea
of a constitutional commitment at the national level has been manifested in
over half of the world’s nations, but not the United States. As a 2013 study
indicated:
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Uruguay has it. So does Latvia, and Senegal. In fact, more than half
of the world’s countries have some degree of a guaranteed, specific
right to public health and medical care for their citizens written into
their national constitutions. The United States is one of 86 countries whose constitutions do not guarantee their citizens any kind of
health protection. (University of California-Los Angeles)
The political reluctance to establish health rights in the United States is evident in the ever-unfolding politics associated with the Affordable Care Act
(ACA) of 2010. Far from establishing health in universal terms, Oberlander
(2016, pp. 810–11) aptly observed:
The depth and persistence of partisan resistance to the ACA is
extraordinary, all the more so given just how conservative and limited Obamacare is in many respects. . . . The ACA, then, was enacted
and is being implemented in a strongly partisan and ideologically
divisive atmosphere. It is no wonder that the law has yet to achieve a
sure political foothold.
The judicial arena has produced a dizzying set of cases related to the ACA
since the National Federation of Independent Business v. Sebelius, 567 U.S.
519 (2012). That case did uphold the constitutionality of Congress using the
taxing power to deliver the provisions of the legislation, but the court did not
uphold the mandate to have states use Medicaid for implementation of the
Act. Judicialization of the ACA has only confused the expectation of health
as a human right.
Some states took action to establish the mandate themselves. Recognizing
the judicial disconnect between the ACA and healthcare, voters in Nebraska
reinforced the Medicaid expansion in Initiative 427. The vote required the
state to provide Medicaid for “Nebraskans age 19–64 who earn up to 138%
of the federal poverty level (about $17,000 a year for a single person)”
(Nebraska Department of Health and Human Services). As covered by
Forbes (2018, November 7), the vote provides evidence that Nebraska values
a universal application of healthcare:
“This election proves that politicians who voted to repeal the Affordable Care Act got it wrong,” said Jonathan Schleifer, executive
director of The Fairness Project, which supported the “Initiative
427” campaign to expand Medicaid in Nebraska. “Americans want to
live in a country where everyone can go to the doctor without going
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bankrupt. Expanding access to healthcare isn’t a blue state value or a
red state value; it’s an American value.”
Other evidence also indicates that commitment to healthcare for all is part
of Nebraska culture, a commitment demonstrated by individual citizens.
The following 2018 vignette from the University of Nebraska Medical Center (UNMC) (2018, January 24) represents such individual commitment to
universal healthcare:
Kayla Rankin is following in her mom’s footsteps—growing up in
Spalding, Neb., fulfilling their potential with an education at UNMC,
then returning to their rural roots to meet the healthcare needs of their
fellow Nebraskans in underserved areas of the state. Allison Rankin
enrolled in UNMC’s physical therapy program after graduating from
the University of Nebraska-Kearney in 1998, with 2-year-old Kayla
in tow. She recalls studying at UNMC with her toddler alongside
her, Kayla going through her own picture books. Allison returned
to her hometown of Spalding, after graduation, working at the
Boone County Health Center in Albion. Kayla grew up on a cattle
ranch—and around rural healthcare. She eventually realized it was
her dream, too, and enrolled in the UNMC physician assistant program at the state-of-the-art Health Science Education Complex on
the UNK campus. This past December, she was in UNMC’s first
graduating Kearney class. “It’s been a goal of mine, since I entered
the program to serve in rural communities,” Kayla said. “It’s tough
to know there are families who do not get the healthcare they need
because of where they live. I want to change that disparity.”
Such individual commitment is what it will take to establish healthcare for all
in the United States.
Political change needs to reflect the will of the people, and typically it
falls to various factions in society to lead the public discourse that policymakers draw on when crafting policy. While the appetite for change can
emerge slowly as an idea finds broader support, the underlying values can be
uncovered through population research. Values help us find our way through
competing issues that require tradeoffs. Granting the right to free speech forfeits the ability to restrict speech that we do not like; granting a right to due
process forfeits personal enforcement of the law; and granting the right to
basic healthcare forfeits the use of economic markets to allocate healthcare.
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healthcare values among honors students
To explore the notion of health as a human right, we turned to students
in the honors program at the University of Nebraska at Kearney (UNK), a
regional public university in the Great Plains. In examining this issue, we recognized the difficulty of teaching human rights in a formal educational setting.
Struthers (2016) wrote that teachers report three reasons for not teaching
human rights in primary education: it is “too controversial,” “too abstract,” or
seemingly “too biased.” When human rights are not taught in primary school,
student preparation to learn about human rights in high school is reduced and
therefore in college as well. Accordingly, students tend to be poorly equipped
to deal with the issue of human rights (Struthers, 2016).
Despite the challenge of teaching human rights, honors students may have
a more developed rights-based view of social issues than the general student
population. The capacity to understand and analyze abstract issues is related
to cognitive development (Cargas, 2016), and since internal research shows
that honors students in our sample tend to demonstrate high academic performance (ACT average over 30 and a high school grade point average over 3.8),
these students are possibly in a better than average position to comprehend
abstract and complex issues that involve the notion of human rights. Furthermore, high-ability and highly engaged learners may be better able to learn and
manipulate concepts related to human rights. Cargas (2018) observed that
engaged citizenship is a goal of honors education, and the honors population
she surveyed used the high school service and volunteer records of applicants
as part of the review process. Consistent with this perspective, the honors
students we examined in this study tend to be deeply engaged in the campus
community. One-third of them live together in a residence hall restricted to
honors students and self-governed through a committee. They are more likely
to be actively involved in various campus activities: these students are twice
as likely to do independent research and twice as likely to study abroad; 83%
of them hold leadership positions on campus; and they are overrepresented
in high profile organizations such as Chancellor’s Ambassadors, Campus Visit
Associates, and student government. Considering these attributes, one can
say that these students are the “future community leaders of tomorrow.” This
population’s level of community engagement fosters an awareness of people
from diverse backgrounds. Both the capacity and the personal experience of
honors students make them a desirable research population.
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Using the students in the honors program as a proxy for future community members, the present research examined students’ attitudes toward
healthcare by incorporating a rights-based framework, investigating how it
affects students’ attitudes from the perspective of (1) health entitlement and
(2) governmental responsibility to provide healthcare. The first focus is the
issue of who has access to healthcare, one of the most important elements
of the “right to health” (Leary, 1994); most scholars emphasize the importance of equality in discussing the issue of healthcare as a human right (Leary,
1994; MacNaughton, 2009). Since equality is one of the core elements that
constitute a rights-based perspective, its adherents tend to be more inclusive
in specifying who should have access to healthcare, arguing that locations of
residence or differences in nationality should not be major impediments to
accessing healthcare. Accordingly, it is possible to hypothesize that those who
believe in the right to health are more willing to expand the scope of health
entitlement.
Regarding the second perspective, most of the scholars with a rights-based
perspective contend that government should be responsible for providing
healthcare. Since citizens may not be capable of bearing the cost for healthcare, these scholars contend that government needs to provide it (Abiiro and
de Allegri, 2015; Gostin, 2001; Leary, 1994). Accordingly, the role of government in healthcare tends to be extremely important in the rights-based
approach. As students appreciate the right to health, they are more likely to
support an extensive role of the government in healthcare, so it is possible to
predict that those who recognize healthcare as a human right tend to support
an active role for government.
Analyses of students’ opinions on healthcare can have important implications in the United States. As the right to health becomes more widely
accepted, the younger generations can gradually transform the underlying
dynamics surrounding healthcare in the United States. Consistent with the
goal of the ACA to achieve universal healthcare, a newly emerging consensus
regarding healthcare may potentially push the political debate in a direction
that favors the rights-based discourse in healthcare. Therefore, findings from
this study can reveal practical implications that are highly relevant in the context of the United States.

data and operationalization
Examining how students’ perceptions of healthcare as a human right
affect their attitudes requires clear and reliable data. Our survey specifically
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targets young generations by limiting the sample to students in the honors
program at a regional college in the Great Plains. The survey was conducted
in April 2019, and we collected 71 responses.
The first step in testing our hypotheses is to systematically measure the
dependent variables, which are students’ views toward healthcare. To capture
students’ opinions, this study examines their perceptions of the rights-based
perspective (Gable, 2011; Leary, 1994). In investigating the rights-based
approach, MacNaughton (2009, p. 57) emphasizes the importance of “equality” and “non-discrimination” principles. Similarly, Susser (1993) specifies
the following points in measuring equity in the issue of healthcare: “(1) entitlement for all without financial or other impediments; (2) comprehensive
services, including prevention and public health as well as medical care; and
(3) society-wide scope” (p. 420). According to these criteria, the rights-based
approach assumes that individuals should be able to receive healthcare regardless of their backgrounds. In other words, one can expect that the rights-based
perspective significantly expands the notion of health entitlement (Gable,
2011; Leary, 1994; Susser, 1993).
In testing how respondents in this survey conform to this view, we
employed the following questions, which have been taken verbatim from
Question 5 of the Maine Healthcare is a Human Right Survey (Maine People’s Alliance) except for replacing the word “Maine” with “Nebraska”:
• Do you think everyone in your hometown should get the healthcare
that they need?
• Do you think everyone in Nebraska should get the healthcare that
they need?
• Do you think everyone in the United States should get the healthcare
that they need?
• Do you think everyone in the world should get the healthcare that
they need?
As shown above, we chose to pose these questions in four different
categories: one’s hometown, Nebraska, United States, and the world. As
the question taps a wider geographical area, one can assume that individuals would be less willing to extend health entitlement, but the rights-based
approach would significantly expand the scope of health entitlement that students consider appropriate since it assumes a more universal view of human
beings. Accordingly, those students who believe in the right to health would
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be expected to extend the notion of health entitlement to people from different backgrounds. Respondents were asked to answer these questions by using
a number that ranges from 1–8, with a larger number indicating more willingness to provide healthcare in each category.
Along with the questions concerning entitlement to health, the survey
tried to capture respondents’ attitudes toward government’s responsibility for
providing healthcare. In order to uphold the notion of healthcare as a human
right, Gostin (2001) suggests that government has to “respect,” “protect,”
and “fulfill” its obligations (p. 30). Abiiro and de Allegri (2015) contend that
government adherence to the notion of healthcare as a human right should
make it responsible for providing quality healthcare to its citizens. To measure students’ attitudes toward this matter, our study adapted the following
two questions from Gallup with modifications:
• Do you think it is the federal government’s responsibility to ensure
healthcare coverage for all Americans?
• Do you think it is the state government’s responsibility to ensure
healthcare coverage for all Americans?
We can expect that those who adhere to the right to health are more likely to
support the idea that government should be responsible for providing healthcare. As in the case of the questions tapping health entitlement, students were
asked to answer these questions using a number from 1 to 8, with higher values indicating stronger support for a more active role of government in the
issue of healthcare.
Along with the dependent variables, accurate measurement of the
independent variable—the students’ perceptions of healthcare as a human
right—is essential. For this purpose, our study used the following question,
posing it after the questions capturing respondents’ attitudes toward health
entitlement and the role of the state in order to prevent this question from
affecting respondents’ answers to the other questions:
• Do you believe that having access to healthcare coverage is a human
right? (For similar questions, see Vermont Workers Center (2008);
Stranger (2008); and ProCon.org (n.d.).)
Respondents were asked to answer this question by also using the numbers
from 1–8, with larger numbers indicating stronger belief that healthcare is an
essential component of a human right.
In addition to the key independent variable, we needed to control for
potentially confounding factors. Accordingly, the statistical analyses include
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several control variables related to students’ experiences with healthcare.
Since the costs of healthcare are one of the most critical barriers that prevent citizens from accessing healthcare (Banthin et al., 2008; Garfield et al.,
2014), this study, adopting Question 3 of the Maine Healthcare is a Human
Right Survey (Maine People’s Alliance), asked the students if they had ever
been in a situation when they could not obtain healthcare because of the
costs. Another important factor is health insurance: because the rights-based
approach in healthcare attempts to promote a system of universal healthcare
(Gable, 2011), our study asked the question “Do you currently have health
insurance?” taken from Question 1 of the Maine Healthcare is a Human Right
Survey (Maine People’s Alliance). Respondents were asked to answer this
question by using either “yes” or “no.” The answer of “Yes” was coded as 1 and
“No” as 0.
Gender is another important factor. Findings from survey studies among
medical students and healthcare providers indicate that females are more
likely to show stronger interest in universal healthcare (Emil et al., 2014; Frank
et al., 2008). Based on these data, one can predict that female students are
more likely to support the idea of extending healthcare and government’s role
in the healthcare system. Male respondents were coded as 1 while females as 0.

empirical analyses
Figures 1–6 indicate how students responded to questions about entitlement to healthcare. Figure 1 displays the frequency distribution of respondents’
adherence to the notion of healthcare as a human right. The largest number
of respondents are on the right end, suggesting strong support for the idea
of healthcare as a human right. This result highlights the importance of the
rights-based perspective among respondents. Figure 2 shows students’ views
toward health entitlement among residents in their hometown and shows
that most of the students believed that everyone in their hometown deserves
healthcare. This picture did not change when they were asked about health
entitlement in Nebraska (see Figure 3), with most of the students indicating
that everyone in Nebraska should be able to receive healthcare. This pattern
remains consistent in how students viewed health entitlement in the United
States (see Figure 4), the overwhelming majority indicating that everyone in
the United States should have access to healthcare. Finally, Figure 5 indicates
that the majority of the students believed that everyone in the world is entitled
to healthcare. These results suggest that there is almost a consensus among
students that everyone should have healthcare no matter where they live.
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In addition to the issue of health entitlement, we investigated students’
views on government’s responsibility in providing healthcare, and the results
are indicated in Figures 6 and 7. Figure 6 displays how respondents perceived
federal government’s responsibility in the issue of healthcare. Some students
are located on the left end of the spectrum, but the larger portion of students
tended to think that the federal government should provide healthcare. A
similar picture emerges when the survey asked the students if state government should be in charge of providing healthcare (see Figure 7). While some
students did not favor an active role for the state government the majority
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supported the idea that the state government should play a major role in
providing healthcare. These results show that students generally accepted
the proposition that government is to some extent responsible for providing
healthcare.
Having examined students’ general orientations toward specific issues in
healthcare, our study analyzed how the rights-based approach shapes their
attitudes toward specific issues in healthcare. First, we investigated the impact
of the rights-based approach on students’ understanding of health entitlement. Since the dependent variable is not continuous, it was not appropriate
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to employ ordinary least squared (OLS) analyses. Instead, we used ordered
probit analyses. This statistical method makes it possible to examine the
impact of each variable by holding other factors constant. We could estimate
how the key independent variable, which is students’ views toward healthcare
as a human right, shapes their opinions on healthcare policies. Table 1 shows
the results of the analyses.
Each model in Table 1 examines how far respondents are willing to extend
health entitlement to people in different locations. The most important variable in the analyses is respondents’ recognition of healthcare as a human
right. As shown in Table 1, this variable indicates a significant impact on the

Figure 5.	Access to Health Care (World)
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Figure 6.	Federal Government Responsible for Health Care
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dependent variable throughout different models (p < 0.001). The direction
of the coefficient is positive, meaning that the more strongly students believe
healthcare is a human right, the more accepting they are of health entitlement.
The rights-based approach is an important factor in shaping respondents’
views toward health entitlement in one’s hometown (Model 1), Nebraska
(Model 2), and the United States (Model 3). Furthermore, students who
adhere to the rights-based approach believe that even people who live in
different countries are also entitled to receive healthcare (Model 4). These
results clearly suggest that people’s perceptions of healthcare as a human right
are a critical factor shaping their attitudes toward health entitlement.

Figure 7.	State Government Responsible for Health Care
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Table 1.	Ordered Probit Analyses on Health Entitlement
Predictors
Gender
Insurance
Cost of Healthcare
Human Rights
Pseudo R-Squared
N

Model 1:
Hometown
0.44
(0.46)
-1.51
(1.26)
-0.40
(0.49)
0.52***
(0.14)
0.1958
44

Model 2:
Nebraska
0.68
(0.50)
-1.16
(1.22)
-0.10
(0.54)
0.54***
(0.14)
0.2097
44

Model 3:
United States
0.44
(0.46)
-1.51
(1.26)
-0.40
(0.49)
0.52***
(0.14)
0.1958
44

Model 4:
World
0.24
(0.45)
-1.41
(1.26)
-0.47
(0.50)
0.48***
(0.13)
0.1930
44

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, and ***p < 0.001. Estimated by Stata 15. Parentheses signify standard errors.
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In addition to the analyses on health entitlement, this study examines
how the rights-based approach shapes respondents’ attitudes toward government’s responsibility in healthcare. Table 2 displays the results of the
ordered probit analyses. As we can see in the table, the variable that captures
respondents’ perceptions of the right to health exerts a significant impact on
the dependent variable in both models. The positive coefficient in Model 1
(p < 0.001) suggests that those who adhere to the right to health tend to think
the federal government is responsible for providing healthcare. This relationship holds even though the question focuses on the state government (Model
2, p < 0.001). The more strongly students believe healthcare is a human right,
the more supportive they tend to be of the idea that government is responsible
for providing healthcare. Findings in both Table 1 and Table 2 clearly verify
the importance of the rights-based perspective in accounting for respondents’
attitudes toward healthcare. The rights-based approach enhances students’
support for the system that is close to the universal healthcare system.
Our statistical analysis examined the impact of other variables besides
respondents’ recognition of healthcare as a human right. Results do not
indicate a significant effect of gender or the variables related to healthcare.
Whether respondents have health insurance is not an important factor shaping their attitudes toward health entitlement or government’s responsibility
in healthcare. Similarly, the difficulty of accessing healthcare due to its costs
does not seem to affect citizens’ attitudes toward healthcare. Even though the
respondents have faced difficulty in accessing healthcare, these experiences

Table 2. Ordered Probit Analyses on Government’s Responsibility
Predictors
Gender
Insurance
Cost of Healthcare
Human Rights
Pseudo R-Squared
N

Model 1:
Federal Government
0.68
(0.37)
1.59
(0.84)
0.47
(0.39)
0.53***
(0.12)
0.1720
44

Model 2:
State Government
0.80
(0.38)
1.49
(0.85)
0.63
(0.39)
0.47***
(0.12)
0.1462
44

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, and ***p < 0.001. Estimated by Stata 15. Parentheses signify standard errors.
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are not critical in determining their attitudes toward healthcare. Judging
from these results, it is their perceptions of healthcare as a human right that
critically affect their attitudes toward healthcare rather than their status or
experiences with the healthcare system, thus verifying the importance of the
rights-based perspective in forming students’ attitudes toward healthcare.

conclusion
The purpose of this study has been to systematically examine the implications of the rights-based perspective among students in the honors program
at a regional university. More specifically, the present research has analyzed
how the rights-based perspective shapes students’ attitudes toward healthcare
in terms of the following two issues: (1) health entitlement and (2) government’s responsibility for providing healthcare. Results indicate that belief in
the inclusive right to healthcare, regardless of one’s background or financial
situation, support the hypothesis that those who embrace the rights-based
approach are more willing to extend the notion of healthcare entitlement.
Also, one can hypothesize that those students who believe in the right to
health tend to think that government should play an active role in providing
healthcare and suggest that those students who adhere to the rights-based
perspective tend to prefer a universal healthcare system. In this way, the statistical analyses have demonstrated that the rights-based perspective powerfully
influences students’ attitudes toward healthcare.
These results strongly suggest that students in the honors program support a more inclusive stance on healthcare, which is consistent with the view
recognizing healthcare as a human right. Although it is not clear to what extent
we can expand these findings, it is likely that a large percentage of younger
generations embraces the rights-based perspective in healthcare. These findings have important implications in the United States, suggesting that that the
rights-based approach will gradually find a political ground. Consequently,
one may see a stronger push for more inclusive health policy as the rightsbased discourse in healthcare increasingly appeals to younger citizens in the
United States.
The importance of the rights-based perspective, however, will not automatically lead to policy change in healthcare given the challenges to change.
First, citizens would need to become more attentive to the problems of healthcare and to the importance of the right to health (Rodriguez-Garcia and
Akhter, 2000), necessitating an environment in which students learn more
about healthcare and change their basic understanding. Second, students need
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to learn about global values (Meyer, 2007); education serves as an essential
arena in which students can actively engage in discussions about health policy and develop their views toward healthcare. If students are socialized into
the global norm regarding healthcare, the rights-based perspective will exert
a more powerful momentum in the United States (Solomon, 2009). Honors
programs can play an important role in achieving these changes.
One of the most critical lessons from this study is that honors programs
can provide an environment for students to learn about highly abstract and
complex issues. Human rights and social justice problems can provide this
environment within the curriculum (Cargas, 2016). Although our study
focused on the issues of healthcare and human rights, other surveys could
focus on issues like housing, immigration, and climate change, examining
how students comprehend these matters in terms of human rights. We underscore that our work could be replicated on a variety of issues regardless of
geographic region.
Honors programs can significantly contribute to students’ learning in
subjects that are often avoided due to their conceptual complexities or controversial natures. Along with serving high-achievement students, honors
programs serve the community: the mission of nearly all honors programs
is to promote the greater good through educational opportunities appropriate to the ambitions and abilities of honors students. Our research should be
helpful to all honors programs as we address curriculum needs and research
opportunities so that students can further comprehend and tackle complex
issues. An educational environment in which students engage in intellectually
challenging tasks can have a significant impact in the real world.
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Abstract: This study presents perceived advantages of thematic, teamtaught interdisciplinary seminars for first-year honors students. Two
student cohorts (n = 174) surveyed in two subsequent years (2018, 2019)
weigh in on the challenges and benefits of different team-teaching models. Three first-semester offerings on the themes “Food,” “Creativity,” and
“Social Justice” are evaluated. Results indicate that most students (70.1%)
recognize the understanding of multiple perspectives to be the greatest
benefit of the team-taught seminar. Other perceived benefits include the
acquisition of additional information (21.3), cultivation of critical thinking (13.2), and the ability to make transdisciplinary connections (10.9).
Data suggest that the degree of difference between disciplines combined
in a class might place restrictions on the choice of team-teaching modality.
Authors conclude that while team teaching offers a varied array of benefits
to students, there is no one best model.
Keywords: teaching teams; team learning approach in education; interdisciplinary collaboration; theme-based curriculum; University of Wisconsin
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introduction

T

he honors college at the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh requires a
team-taught interdisciplinary seminar for first-semester freshmen. In the
past, students in this seminar were taught by different instructors consecutively. In this format, students were exposed to the perspectives of multiple
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disciplines on a common theme, but since each instructor would spend three
to six weeks with one subgroup of the students and then rotate to another
group, the disciplines did not truly interact with one another (see Willermet
et al., 2013, for a similar point). While this structure is considered a form
of team teaching (see Ford and Gray, 2011), we wanted to move further in
the direction of integrated team teaching. We hoped to improve the educational experience for our students by having two instructors from different
disciplines in the classroom at all times. We formed three teams of two accomplished instructors each. The three teams have now been teaching together for
four years or more, and all three classes have evolved over time as the teams
learned how to better integrate their disciplines.
Based on student evaluations, all three of the classes are going well, but
we wanted to learn more about the benefits and challenges of team teaching
in order to evaluate and further improve our practices in the honors college.
While a number of articles on team teaching exist, several gaps remain in the
literature. First, most studies investigate team teaching from the perspective of
instructors and administrators, tending to focus on different models of team
teaching or on logistical challenges such as how to budget team-taught classes
(see Barisonzi & Thorn, 2003; Bell, 2008; Lacey, 2005; Werth, 2005). Very
few studies are based on systematic feedback from students. Davis (1995)
briefly discusses a numerical student survey designed to capture student
perceptions of collaboration as opposed to, for example, student learning outcomes. Krometis et al. (2011) use first- and last-day opinion polls as well as
an analysis of student essays as the basis of their study. Monson and Kenyon
(2018) rely on student course evaluations and the results of end-of-semester
discussion groups. Our study, by contrast, is based on a qualitative student
survey specifically designed for our project.
Second, most studies focus on team teaching in a single discipline, such
as marketing (Yanamandram & Noble, 2006) or computer science (Money
& Coughlan, 2016), or provide examples of single-discipline, team-taught
classes in a variety of disciplines (Benjamin, 2000). We are not aware of any
studies that compare multiple interdisciplinary team-taught classes that combine instructors from different or similar disciplines and that use different
models of team teaching.
Third, to our knowledge no studies have been published that examine multiple team-taught classes offered by instructors who have taught the class over
the course of several semesters, thus improving on data from a one-time offering and providing a more reliable indicator of the potential impact of the class.
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We aim to address these three gaps in the literature in our examination
of how students perceive the benefits and challenges of taking an interdisciplinary team-taught class, and we do so with the hope that other instructors
will benefit from our experiences and insights. Reflection on our student data
leads us to argue, for example, that the degree of difference between the relevant disciplines in a team-taught class matters significantly. We argue that
the degree of difference places restrictions on the choice of a team-teaching
model, that all models offer a different mix of benefits, and that there is no one
best model for team teaching.

background:
the three classes
Because we have three teams in the honors college that have been working together for several years, we can compare three different approaches to
team teaching. Food is team-taught by a professor of geography and a professor of philosophy, neither of whom has any training in the partner discipline.
Both instructors are in the room during every class session, and while each
week one instructor is in charge of leading the class, both actively participate
in discussions and interject information from their discipline when appropriate. The class is set up so that the geography professor usually lays out a
topic—i.e., population growth and food insecurity; environmental issues in
food production; or child and migrant labor in agriculture—and begins to
discuss them. The philosophy portion of the class takes up these issues, discusses them in more depth, and provides the broader ethical frameworks to
understand how and why we think about these issues the way we do.
Creativity is set up in a similar way. The class is team-taught by a professor of English and a professor of math and is organized in a way similar to the
Food class, with instructors alternating in leading a particular class session.
One difference, however, is that both math and English are core subjects in
middle and high school, so both instructors have some familiarity with each
other’s disciplines, and students also have been exposed to both disciplines
before. In the Food class, by contrast, fewer than half of the students have ever
had a geography class and fewer than ten percent have had a philosophy class.
In the Creativity class, students investigate different definitions and models of
creativity, how creativity can be measured and studied, and the lives and work
of a variety of creative people in the humanities and sciences. The students
also work on and present their own creative projects. In other words, the class
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looks at creativity in a number of different disciplines but does not explicitly
tie the two participating disciplines together.
Social Justice is team-taught by a professor of social justice and a professor of history, two disciplines that are more closely connected than those
in the other teams, and the class is set up differently: in every class session,
both instructors teach together, disseminate content, and facilitate discussions. The history professor provides the foundations and background about
issues such as racism, classism, sexism, discrimination, and LGBTQ issues,
and the social justice professor, who is engaged in a variety of social justice
issues on campus and in the community, helps students make connections to
contemporary social justice issues and discusses actions students might take
to address them. The instructors have expertise in similar issues, but most
students have formal background only in history although they may have
encountered social justice topics in a number of different classes or settings.
Having three team-taught classes with somewhat different constraints
and approaches allows us not only to investigate the benefits and challenges
of team-taught classes more generally but also to explore differences among
the various team-teaching models. For the convenience of the reader, the
basic information about the three classes is summarized in Table 1.

research method
To learn how students perceive these team-taught classes, we administered a survey to two cohorts of students (fall 2018 and fall 2019) in all three
classes after obtaining Institutional Review Board approval (protocol number 974048) for our study. The survey asked the students about some basic
background information such as their majors and their previous experiences
with classes in the disciplines partnered in their honors class. To avoid leading students in a particular direction, we then asked open-ended questions
about the benefits they saw and challenges they faced in their team-taught
class and how well they thought the two disciplines fit together. We coded
the responses according to categories that emerged from the data set. We also
asked students to provide concrete examples of cases where the two-discipline approach was particularly valuable. In total, we received 174 completed
surveys. Below we report the data in percentages of respondents and through
quotations from the answers to the open-ended questions. We minimally
edited the quotations by removing the names of the professors involved and
writing out abbreviations.
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Since all students in the honors college must take a team-taught interdisciplinary honors seminar, a wide range of majors was represented in our
classes. As is typical for honors students on our campus, almost a quarter
of the students were nursing majors and a fifth were business majors. Other
common majors included natural sciences (especially biology and pre-med)
with over 16 percent and education with over 12 percent of the students.
Some differences occurred among the classes: for instance, a higher percentage of students in the Food class were in business than in the others, and the
Creativity class had almost twice as many education students as the others.
We do not know, however, if the students chose their honors seminar based
on the topic, the combination of disciplines, or simply the time slot in which
it was offered. The number of students who majored in one of the disciplines

Table 1. Overview of Team-Taught Classes in the Honors College
Food

Creativity

Social Justice

Disciplines

Geography and
philosophy

English and math

History and social
justice

Closeness of
Disciplines

Very different

Very different

Quite similar

Format

Week by week
rotation with one
professor in charge
each week and the
other supporting

Week by week
rotation with one
professor in charge
each week and the
other supporting

Both professors
teaching together in
every class session

Approach

Common theme and
largely integrated:
geography lays
out the issues;
philosophy discusses
ethical implications

Common theme,
but less integrated:
one week on
English, one week
on math focused
on different
understandings of
creativity

Common theme
and fully integrated:
topics discussed
from a historical
and contemporary
perspective

Student Familiarity
with Disciplines

Low—
Geography is
sometimes taught
in high schools,
philosophy rarely

High—
Both disciplines are
core subjects in high
schools

Medium—
History is a core
subject in high
schools, but social
justice is rarely
taught
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taught in their class was small; in other words, the large majority of students
engaged in two disciplines with which they had no particular connection.

benefits of interdisciplinary team-taught classes
When designing our courses, we had particular learning goals in mind for
the interdisciplinary nature of the classes. One program goal for all honors
classes at our institution concerns interdisciplinary learning:
Interdisciplinary Learning: Honors students will understand the relationships between existing knowledge in multiple disciplines by
engaging works and cultural events from the perspective of various
disciplines. (The Honors College at the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh Assessment Plan)
It was therefore important to see whether the benefits students perceived
matched our stated learning goals of understanding the relationships between
multiple disciplines. Over two thirds of our students listed getting multiple
perspectives as a major advantage of participating in an interdisciplinary class
(see Table 2). The following is a fairly representative statement from a student:
“You get more than one side of each story—it is interesting how differently
two different disciplines may react to or interpret the same exact information.
It makes for a more rounded understanding of the issues covered in class!”
(business major in the Food class). Many students realized the importance of
learning to see an issue from different perspectives:
In our class we talked a lot about the “danger of a single story” which
is an idea from a TED Talk and basically means that when we have
access to or are provided with only one perspective our own personal
perception of that thing becomes warped. By having two different
lenses through which this course has been taught, we have been able

Table 2.	Percentage of Students Listing Benefits of
Interdisciplinary Team Teaching
Benefit
Multiple Perspectives
More Information
Critical Thinking
Seeing Connections

Food
(N = 60)
75.0
6.7
20.0
10.0

Creativity
(N = 57)
75.4
17.5
8.8
8.8
88

Social Justice
(N = 57)
59.6
40.4
10.5
14.0

Total
(N = 174)
70.1
21.3
13.2
10.9
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to understand the topics and materials on a deeper level because we
are not getting a single story. (nursing major in the Social Justice class)
In some cases, the students provided specific information about how
the two disciplines in their class worked together. For example, one student
explained that “[t]he learning of information of facts, primarily the geography
side of the equation, is something I have done all my life, but having a second
discipline (in this case philosophy) added a critical aspect to the lectures that
allowed me to truly evaluate the issues in their fullest complexities” (social
science major in the Food class); this student reveals how the two disciplines
not only vary in their approaches and methods but also complement one
another and allow for a deeper understanding. Similarly, another student said,
“The history professor is able to provide the greater historical context of what
happens around certain issues. Likewise, the social justice professor can bring
a more human perspective to the history professor’s cold historical facts”
(humanities major in the Social Justice class). These remarks suggest not
merely that the students were learning about two different perspectives but
that they understood the relationships between the two disciplines and how
they worked together to provide a fuller picture, yielding a deeper analysis.
The percentage of responses we coded as expressing the benefit of multiple perspectives was almost identical in the Food and Creativity classes,
which both combine two very different disciplines, and somewhat lower in
the Social Justice class, where two relatively similar disciplines are partnered
(Table 2), suggesting a connection between the degree of dissimilarity of disciplines and the perceived benefit of being exposed to multiple perspectives.
The second most cited benefit, mentioned by one fifth of the students,
was getting more information from a team-taught interdisciplinary class, a
benefit especially emphasized in the Social Justice class, where two fifths of
the students felt that they received more information than they otherwise
would. This benefit was mentioned least often in the Food class, where about
13 percent of the students reported critical thinking as a benefit, a substantially
higher percentage than in the other two classes. In the words of one student,
taking a class combining two different disciplines “definitely increases critical
thinking of a subject and forces you to put yourself in someone else’s shoes.
The broad, two-sided knowledge also encourages more free and self-guided
thinking” (social science major in the Creativity class).
Finally, roughly one tenth of the students listed the advantage of seeing connections that they otherwise might not have noticed. While closely
related to the first benefit of having multiple perspectives, we chose to list this
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one separately for two reasons: those who mentioned “seeing connections”
did not always mention multiple perspectives, and one can appreciate having multiple perspectives while not seeing the connections between them.
Consider what one student wrote: “I thought they were very different on
the surface but once you learned more they became very connected which
is cool” (natural science major in the Creativity class). This comment suggests that students, although exposed to multiple perspectives, often do not at
first see the connections between them. One student suggested that learning
about such connections is a benefit that overcomes a hazard of a strictly disciplinary curriculum: “You get to see how related different fields are; in college,
everything feels so segregated or isolated based on your major. . . . This shows
that something like food actually touches on many subjects and disciplines”
(humanities major in the Food class). Perhaps if the relevant disciplines are
very different from one another, students will not at first see the connections
between them and thus will find value in the “light bulb” moments that reveal
the connections.
To add to our understanding of the benefits of an interdisciplinary teamtaught class, we also asked our students to provide concrete examples of when
this approach was most valuable. In the Food class, the most frequently listed
examples included food insecurity/food aid, corporate farming/environment, and child/migrant workers in food production; in the Social Justice
class they were racism and LGBTQ issues. These topics are among the “hot
topics” of our times, and students realized that understanding and addressing
these complex issues requires us to look at them from multiple perspectives
and to come up with holistic solutions (see also Willermet et al., 2013, on
this point). In the Creativity class, the large majority of students indicated
that they now understood that creativity is not limited to the arts but exists in
all disciplines and also that people in different disciplines go through a similar creative process. In other words, all three classes accomplished learning
goals related to interdisciplinarity, but other learning outcomes varied, e.g.,
the Food and Social Justice classes were more problem-oriented than the Creativity class, resulting perhaps in a greater focus on critical thinking.
In summary, the data obtained from the six sections of the three classes
suggest that students’ perceived benefits of being exposed to multiple perspectives, improving critical thinking skills, and making connections broadly
match our learning goals. The reported benefits vary somewhat by class,
which possibly reflects different priorities in the classes, but it seems likely
that the combination of disciplines and approaches to team teaching play a
role as well.
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challenges in interdisciplinary
team-taught classes
Since one of our goals was to critically evaluate our own classes and continue to improve them, we also asked our students to explain the challenges
they encountered in the interdisciplinary team-taught classes. The differences
among the three classes were much more pronounced here (see Table 3). The
most cited challenge was the switching of the lead professors. In the Social
Justice class, the two professors taught almost all class sessions together, so
there was no switching. In the Food and Creativity classes, the switching was
difficult for about two fifths of the students. Many student responses centered
on the “logistical difficulties” of switching, such as forgetting material from
one discipline while the other was taught.
While quite a few students found the process of switching difficult regardless of the disciplines involved, the issue is clearly connected to the difference
between the disciplines. Some students elaborated that the switching was
challenging because the disciplines functioned in different ways, making the
class less cohesive: “A challenge I’ve found in this class is my brain switching
from two different ideas every few days. Although they are centered around
the same topic, the two disciplines take you into different directions, which
can make the class seem less cohesive” (natural sciences major in the Food
class). A few students went so far as to question whether disciplines that are
very different can be combined successfully: “If the disciplines are too dissimilar or the professors do not combine the disciplines well, it essentially
becomes two different classes that have a similar topic instead of a variety of
ways to teach an issue” (education major in the Creativity class).
The second major challenge mentioned by the students, also alluded to
in the above quotation, was not always seeing the connections between the
two disciplines (see also Barisonzi and Thorn (2003)), a concern expressed
by one fifth of the students in the Food class but far fewer in the other two

Table 3.	Percentages of Students Listing Challenges of
Interdisciplinary Team Teaching
Challenge
Switching
Not Seeing Connections
Different Teaching Styles

Food
(N = 60)
41.7
18.3
8.3

Creativity
(N = 57)
36.8
5.3
7.0
91

Social Justice
(N = 57)
0.0
3.5
21.1

Total
(N = 174)
26.4
9.2
12.1
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classes. Our data do not allow us to establish how frequently students experienced this issue; for example, we do not know if some students in the Food
class frequently did not see the connections between the disciplines or if
some class segments were less successful in making the connections than others. Overall, however, students judged the fit of the disciplines to be good or
very good in all three classes, with Social Justice receiving the highest rating.
In the two classes combining the more disparate disciplines, a number of students expressed surprise at how well the two disciplines worked together: “At
first I didn’t see how they fit together and it was annoying, but they actually
work pretty well” (education major in the Creativity class).
The final issue mentioned by more than a few students was the challenge of dealing with two different teaching styles in the same class. This
issue was reported by more than twice as many students in the Social Justice
class, where otherwise few challenges related to team teaching were reported,
and by many fewer students in the two other classes, where we would have
expected differences in teaching style to be compounded by the very different
disciplinary approaches. Instead, our data indicate that having different teaching styles was more challenging in the fully integrated team-teaching model,
perhaps suggesting that the “lead instructor” model makes it easier for students to adjust to varying teaching styles. If so, it appears there are advantages
and disadvantages to each team-teaching model.
A few less frequently mentioned issues varied quite a bit between the
classes depending on the difference between the disciplines and the format.
Several students reported that for both the Food and Creativity classes they
liked one discipline but not the other, a danger much reduced when the two
disciplines are more like one another. About the Social Justice class, several
students remarked that they felt that one discipline dominated or that the
“instructors were not always on the same page,” issues never mentioned for
the two other classes where instructors alternated according to a schedule.
Once again, it seems that no class format is clearly superior but that each one
comes with specific benefits and challenges.
The task for us as the instructors is now to work out how we can address
these challenges. For example, we need to consider whether we can make the
connections between the different disciplines more explicit. One student, for
instance, said that “[b]oth professors, while accomplished in their field, rarely
would reference their course material to the other” (education major in the
Creativity class), suggesting that connections could be more clearly explained
and coordination improved. We also need to consider whether adjusting the
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class format, in particular the lead professor model, could alleviate these
issues in the two classes that are set up this way.
We should consider several other points in light of these challenges. First,
logistical obstacles impose some constraints. For example, it takes a significant amount of time (and perhaps training) to plan all class sessions together
(see Letterman and Dugan, 2004), a luxury that few in the academy enjoy.
Second, in cases where the two disciplines are very dissimilar and the instructors have no formal training in each other’s discipline, there may be a limit to
how fully the two disciplines can be integrated. Third, every issue seems to
have two sides. For example, combining two very different disciplines using
the lead professor model comes at the cost of students’ facing the challenges
brought about by switching between instructors and sometimes failing to see
connections. However, in a lead instructor set-up, students gain from being
exposed to very different points of view in depth, learning valuable critical
thinking skills, and not having to fully integrate two different teaching styles.
Trade-offs have to be made, and no model is clearly superior.
Our overall conclusion that the different models of team teaching offer
different benefits and challenges is based on our study of the three interdisciplinary team-taught honors classes currently taught at the University of
Wisconsin Oshkosh. Like any study in a classroom setting, our study has a
number of limitations. First, while all six professors teaching in these classes
are accomplished and experienced instructors, all have particular strengths
and weaknesses as well as different approaches to teaching. For example, the
outcomes might be different if another team consisting of a geography and
philosophy professor taught the Food class. Second, we do not know how
the students chose their class: whether they were interested in the topic, liked
the disciplines combined in the class, or simply needed the time slot in which
the class was offered. Students’ responses may also have been colored by how
they ended up in a particular class and how well they liked the instructors’
approach to teaching. Limitations such as these are inherent in any study that
compares different classes and students’ experiences, but we believe that the
insights we gained from studying the three different classes on our campus
can guide other instructors’ decisions when setting up their own interdisciplinary team-taught classes.

discussion and conclusion
Several authors have used metaphors to describe team teaching. For
example, Shibley (2006) likens interdisciplinary team teaching to whitewater
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rafting, arguing that this form of teaching involves pedagogical thrills as one
tries to negotiate the whitewater segments of the course but also offers a great
sense of accomplishment when the rapids have been successfully negotiated.
We agree that interdisciplinary team teaching is sometimes treacherous as
it combines not only two different teaching styles in one class but also two
different disciplines. To stretch the metaphor further, especially if the two disciplines are very different from one another, building a very sturdy boat and
staffing it with a highly skilled, well-coordinated crew is important. In other
words, creating a successful interdisciplinary team-taught class takes a lot of
work, reflection, adjustment, and flexibility but provides both instructors and
students with a great experience and educational adventure.
To stick with metaphors, Monson and Kenyon (2018) describe the
process of designing an interdisciplinary team-taught class as building a suspension bridge, with both instructors first surveying the site (getting to know
one another and exchanging ideas), building the support pylons on both sides
(preparing material from their disciplines), and then connecting the two with
suspension cables (creating a syllabus and teaching the class). We would like
to expand on this metaphor. As the geographer in this interdisciplinary team
of authors would say, we also have to study the geography of the building site,
e.g., how narrow or wide is the body of water that the bridge needs to span. If
the river is narrow (the disciplines are somewhat similar), a different bridge
type can be built than when the waterway is wide (the disciplines are very
different from one another). It seems to us that fully integrated team teaching, with both instructors contributing to each class session in roughly equal
ways, is somewhat easier when the distance between the two disciplines is
not great. Combining two very different disciplines in the same class is likely
to result in more alternations of the instructors’ responsibilities, resulting in
some challenges that fully integrated team teaching does not have but also
offering different rewards. Unlike some other authors (Ford and Gray, 2011;
Willermet et al., 2013), we do not see one method as inherently better than
the other but as having different mixtures of challenges and benefits.
In the suspension bridge metaphor, we need to consider not only the
width of the body of water (different disciplines) but also the wind loads
(complications, struggles, challenges) that the bridge has to withstand.
We need to make sure that the towers (the disciplinary material) and their
anchors (grounding in the respective disciplines) are strong, but we also have
to have strong suspension cables (connections between the disciplines). As
in any building project, there are trade-offs among different components like
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costs, benefits, and dangers, so there is no one single best solution. What is
important is that we do build the bridges among academic disciplines and
that we intellectually challenge our students. The more bridges we build, the
better prepared we are to defend against the shortcomings of a strictly disciplinary curriculum.
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community-engaged learning and research involving Hispanic New Mexicans,
known as Nuevomexicanas/os. Drawing on the tenets of experiential learning as a
mode of honors discourse, the authors describe how this challenging ethnographic
project serves to bring a diverse group of learners together while deepening interpersonal, intercultural, and interdisciplinary connections. Results indicate that
students benefit from working with more diverse populations and gain insights,
expertise, and experiences they demonstrably use outside of class. Acknowledging
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overlapping intersections:
honors interdisciplinarity and humanities
research teaching

I

n early spring 2018, two faculty members sat outside the Student Union
Building at the University of New Mexico (UNM), conceptualizing a project that would become a three-phase, multiyear, interdisciplinary oral history
project that continues to evolve in 2020. Nogar, a graduate of what was then
called the UNM Honors Program and who is an associate professor in the
Department of Spanish and Portuguese at UNM, and Gómez, a tenuretrack faculty member in the UNM Honors College, were eager to research
the baby boomer generation of Hispanic New Mexicans. Over the months
that followed, we secured funding for our oral history project, adding a pedagogical component involving two coordinated, collaborative courses that
would include undergraduates in the research phase of the project. Although
Richard Badenhausen’s 2019 JNCHC article “Shunning Complaint: A Call
for Solutions from the Honors Community” had not yet been published,
we were already considering several of the same questions he poses in the
essay as we designed and implemented a humanities research project with a
robust interdisciplinary and experiential learning core. In fall 2018, we taught
our conjoined classes of thirty-four total students, welcoming all thirty-four
undergraduate students (and one graduate student) onto our research team.
This article outlines the project in which the students participated as
IRB-certified researchers; provides background and rationale for the use of
an oral history methodology for this type of project; explains the course in
relationship to honors concepts of experiential learning; outlines our unique
pedagogical approach to our honors plus non-honors collaboratively taught
course; offers some takeaway reflections on the process; and proposes future
horizons for this interdisciplinary collaboration. By no means is our joint
class a solution to any of the problems that we identified at our institution
or within our respective departments/colleges in regard to diversity. However, we noted an increased interest and involvement with the honors college
among students in Spanish and Portuguese along with a greater community
and linguistic awareness among the honors college students. An undergraduate student participant recently listed this course and its project on her resumé
for her graduate school application as an example of research capability; we
realized in that moment that we had broken new ground in the realm of honors education.
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the project:
researching nuevomexicano baby boomers
The research project, titled “Voces de Nuevo México: Documenting the
Cultural Contributions of the Baby Boomer Generation,” emerged from a
desire to hear and record how a population of Hispanic New Mexicans known
as Nuevomexicanas/os articulate their subject position. The project focuses on
a generation of Nuevomexicanos who, after enduring many different types
of discrimination (linguistic, racial, educational), have not had their history
acknowledged and recorded in any significant fashion. Although nationwide
research on the baby boomer generation is well established and increasingly well developed, sources on Nuevomexicano boomers are few and far
between. We consulted Loeffler and Davidson’s edition Voices of Counterculture in the Southwest as a reference for us and for our students but found the
scarcity of documentation and research on the topic stunning and motivating
for our own work. As researchers who focus on Latinx literature and culture
with specific interest in New Mexico, we found the dearth of work on this area
egregious.
The baby boomer generation in New Mexico is one that fully experienced unprecedented change in comparison to previous generations of New
Mexicans. In contrast to their parents, many of whom were raised in Spanishdominant households, this generation felt the full brunt of English-language
immersion in public schools set against a changing sociolinguistic matrix at
home and in their communities. They were the first generation to see the
rapid conversion of a rural, primarily agricultural economy to an urban,
nuclear one. They grew up in the midst of that local shift as well as cultural
shifts on a national level, which manifested in unique ways in New Mexico. As
a result of these changes, the experiences of members of this generation have
sometimes been seen as (or perceived of from within) as more hybrid, less
traditional, and, ultimately, less valuable. However, it is precisely this unique
third space that we saw as rare and irreplaceable, both motivating the creation
of the research project and necessitating student involvement.
Our project was guided by a concept central to oral history research as
articulated by oral historian Donald Ritchie: “That is the reason for doing
oral history: to ask the questions that have not been asked and to collect the
reminiscences that otherwise would be lost” (34). By prioritizing accounts of
Nuevomexicana/o baby boomers, we saw this project as a means to create a
sense of value for narrators and narratives in their lived experiences. Rather
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than compiling a selection of unrelated personal narratives, this project strives
to reveal connections and divergences across the various experiences of this
bifurcated generation and to place them in conversation.
In a parallel sense, we also saw the opportunity to create value for the
students who would partake in this unique humanities research experience.
Ritchie attests that oral history is understood as “‘doubly radical, doubly democratic,’ in that it recover[s] the voices of ordinary people seen as left behind
or forgotten by the forces of progress and in that it began outside the universities, pioneered by non-professional historians” (6). From the fields of
ethnography and oral history, we know that too often the most interesting
and important stories lie before us but are not given the attention they merit
because they become, as ethnographer Clifford Geertz has noted, invisible to
us as we live among them.

oral history:
methods, applications, and student practice
An oral history approach was always integral to our project; the dearth
of print literature urged on our desire to implement the most up-to-date
methodology when collecting the video interviews that would constitute
the project’s primary documentation. To learn best oral history practices, we
attended the Voces Oral History Seminar hosted at the University of Texas at
Austin. Gómez, Nogar and graduate assistant Julianna Wiggins participated
in the one-week session led by oral history experts Maggie Rivas-Rodríguez
(UT Austin) and Todd Moye (University of North Texas), who was then the
sitting president of the Oral History Association. Both Rivas-Rodríguez and
Moye worked extensively on oral history endeavors that combined research
with teaching and have played fundamental roles in institutionalizing the
field of oral history in universities across the United States, Rivas-Rodríguez
through her work on Latinx veterans in Texas and Moye for his research on
African American communities and populations, including the Tuskegee
Airmen. From the seminar we learned about interview practice, archival
expectations, and, most importantly, the concept of “shared authority” set
forth by Michael Frisch, which poses that oral historians and the individuals
they interview (narrators) share the authoritative voice guiding the creation
of oral histories.
Upon returning to New Mexico at the close of the seminar, we conducted
fourteen interviews of Nuevomexicano baby boomers, our narrators. We ran
the interviews with our graduate assistant, an honors college graduate and
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MA candidate in Spanish and Portuguese, and two UNM Honors College
students; the undergraduates were funded as part of the UNM Honors College Research Institute, which is designed to advance undergraduate research.
The honors students confirmed the viability of engaging undergraduate students in a large-scale oral history project. These initial interviews, and their
enthusiastic narrators, confirmed the participants’ desire to share their stories
with our research team. Through this process, we were able to reflect with
the students, who identified as white, on what it was like for them to interact with Hispanic narrators whose first language was often Spanish. We also
questioned students about their experience speaking intergenerationally and
across cultures: what was challenging/unexpected/fruitful? From these conversations, we gleaned that this humanities research process created a unique
learning opportunity in which students could experience a culture different
from their own in a meaningful and reciprocal way. We then reflected carefully on course development, looking to honors practice for guidance in
creating this new model.

innovating experiential learning:
place-based, community-engaged learning
and research
As we designed our course convergence, we considered the various
National Collegiate Honors Council (NCHC) approaches to experiential
learning as a mode of honors learning, leading us to three main tenets:
• Curricula emphasize exploration and/or discovery rather than
acquisition of specific knowledge sets; a focus on hands-on, usually
supervised, practical engagement with usable outcomes can also
occur.
• Programs focus on student-driven learning projects facilitated by faculty who provide no necessary, single conclusion to be drawn by all or
many students. Programs often include international experience and
active learning.
• The process often involves continuous reflective writing and oral presentation as the students articulate their discoveries and document
their personal growth; this process may apply to all other modes
described here. (“Definition of Honors Education”)
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Using these guidelines, we provided students with structure that allowed
them to explore and engage in practical processes that would yield results
usable for the project. Through some key steps in the research protocol that
students carried out on their own and which we outline below, they were
compelled to continuously reflect on and discuss their findings and process.
Returning to Badenhausen’s “Shunning Complaint,” we further noted
that honors educators have been leaders in experiential and place-based learning, interdisciplinary education, and civic engagement (5). We knew that this
course would engage all three methods of teaching. However, we wanted to
do something more than just place-based learning. We wanted the learning
to connect with community in a deep sense; we did not want a superficial
experience. When inviting students to participate in this project, we intended
to place honors students in unfamiliar communities to whom they would, in
return, contribute a consultable archive of histories and, we hoped, increase
awareness and valorization of individual narratives.
Our conjoined classes were also oriented to draw honors students into
more ethnically diverse settings. Although the University of New Mexico is
an Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI), this mission is not represented in the
numbers within our honors college. Fifty percent of students enrolled in the
honors college in 2017 identified as white, and 30% identified as Hispanic.
The overall UNM undergraduate population, in comparison, had 32.49%
white students and 48.56% Hispanic students in fall 2017. This reversal of
numbers demonstrated that as the honors program at the flagship public university in the state of New Mexico, the honors college still had work to do in
order to adequately serve Hispanic students. In contrast, the Department of
Spanish and Portuguese at UNM is one of the most diverse units on campus,
from its faculty to its students.
Noting this disparity, we saw a further shading in the essay titled “Got
Privilege: An Honors Capstone Activity on Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion” by Patrick Bahls and Reid Chapman: namely, the idea that “[W]hite
students’ limited interaction with members of nonwhite communities may
hinder their ability to engage authentically with racial and ethnic diversity
and to understand the perspectives of their nonwhite counterparts” (91).
Seemingly confirming this observation, a cursory preliminary review of the
students enrolled in the honors section indicated that most were unlikely to
interface with Hispanic communities inside or outside of the classroom. We
also gained a sense of the need to create convergence: in the NCHC monograph Shatter the Glassy Stare: Implementing Experiential Learning in Higher
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Education, some of the essays address the importance of bridging the socioeconomic and sociocultural gaps that exist between the university and its
surrounding community, the so called “town and gown” dynamic (see especially Anita R. Guynn’s “Place as Text: Town and Gown”). We were cognizant
throughout the course of the ways that predominantly white honors students
would authentically engage with more ethnically diverse communities and
were attentive to what this could mean for honors students, for Spanish and
Portuguese students, and for our volunteer narrators.

conjoined classes for one project:
interdisciplinary experiential learning
Transitioning our research from the summer field experience, during
which we gained a sense for how undergraduate students might respond to
the challenges of oral history research, to the fall semester presented one
major challenge: we needed to find a way to teach our courses collaboratively.
We accomplished this goal by teaching two separate courses, each of which
was housed in its own department/college. The courses shared the same oral
history project, but each course was taught with autonomy and in accordance
with the expectations of its department/college. The honors section, “History and Culture of Northern New Mexico,” and the Spanish and Portuguese
section, “Voces de Nuevo México,” both focused on oral history and on New
Mexico history and culture. The courses met together once a week and separately once a week to address their respective disciplinary requirements. The
student level varied: the Spanish course was offered as 301/439 and therefore
had freshmen to seniors enrolled; the honors course students ranged from
sophomores to seniors.
Part of our teaching innovation relied on how we paired students to conduct their research. Students from Spanish and Portuguese were matched
with students from honors to have heterogeneous research pairs who conducted interviews in the field; the complementarity, especially in bilingual/
Spanish language skill, was helpful. After the UNM Institutional Review
Board (IRB) office visited the class, we organized a “pizza party” for completion of the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) training
and Conflict of Interest (COI) certification, requirements for any researcher
participating in an IRB-approved project involving human subjects. While
highly uncommon in humanities research, IRB approval is required for many
types of science and social sciences research, and at the time our institution
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required such approval for an oral history project. The thirty-four students
across the two classes completed the requirements and became official IRBapproved researchers on the project.
The combined classes benefited from facilities and equipment provided
by the UNM Language Learning Center (LLC); we used the LLC space to
accommodate the large, combined class in collaborative fashion. To record
their interviews, student research pairs checked out the LLC’s iPod Touches,
used in conjunction with tripods and double lavalier microphones we purchased with grant funds. With seventeen student pairs, the LLC’s support was
of immense help as we were able to forego the anticipated purchase of new
recording devices.
For both classes, students completed readings on oral history theory and
methodology to orient them to core concepts of the field. Then, each class
separately read works supporting the cultural context of the narrators they
would interview and completed supplementary work: the honors class traveled on field visits to specific New Mexican sites, and the Spanish/Portuguese
class worked on the Spanish-language aspects of Nuevomexicano literature
and expression.
In addition to preparatory readings and reflection on New Mexico and
oral history practice, students had to prepare themselves as researchers. To this
end, we created a research protocol packet to guide them through the interview process, both as interviewers themselves and then as support individuals
for their partner’s interviews. Students were independently responsible for
recruiting narrators, scheduling interviews, coordinating with their partner
to be present at interviews, and conducting interviews. To prepare for their
field work, students practiced the interview protocol by interviewing each
other and then reviewing their work. We also critiqued practice interviews
as a combined class to work on technique and think about the roles of interviewer and narrator.
In the field, each student conducted two interviews. The first interview
was what we termed a “life history” interview, which ranged in length from
half an hour to several hours: one student even took a lunch break with her
narrator in the middle of the interview so they could refresh their (literal and
figurative) batteries. After the life history interview, students took a deep dive
into primary and secondary sources related to topics their narrators privileged during the life history interview. Using the archives at the Center for
Southwest Research at the UNM Libraries, they formulated questions for the
second interview based on their research. The second, topic-specific interview
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drew on narrators’ recollections of these key topics. The topic-specific interview tended to be shorter than the life history interview, more in the range of
thirty minutes to an hour. Rather than transcribing their two interviews, students created key terms that derived from the interview topics and that will be
used for future archival indexing of these interviews. Finally, students wrote
mini-histories (biographical texts) of their narrators. To model these scholarly practices, we directed students to the Rocky Mountain Online Archive
(RMOA) to derive relevant key search terms and to Rivas-Rodríguez’s Voces
Oral History website to write effective short biographies.
In December 2018, in collaboration with the National Hispanic Cultural Center (NHCC) and the UNM Southwest Hispanic Research Institute
(SHRI), we hosted a community thank-you event at the NHCC during which
students presented their reflections on oral history as an approach and on this
project specifically. Narrators and funders were invited, and students posted
their narrators’ biographies, including accompanying photos, in the presentation space. Students composed messages of thanks for their narrators,
which were then mailed or shared in person at the event. In all, the students
collected approximately sixty useable interviews. All materials collected by
students from fall 2018 onward will be archived in a public-facing repository.

takeaways for teaching:
creating new pathways for diverse populations
The combined class structure and collaborative research process involved
in this project have left us with new questions and topics for reflection. Still,
we have several takeaways to use as points of departure for future iterations
of these conjoined courses. The first takeaway is that students benefitted from
working with more diverse populations in general. All students learned a great
deal by interviewing community members who identified as Hispanic and by
engaging with a more diverse population of peers. In the first case, students’
eyes were opened to historical gradients, actors, injustices, and dynamics they
had no idea existed and probably would never have thought to ask about. In
the second case, students worked together closely with a classmate who was
far outside their usual collegiate or social orbit, coordinating meeting times
and interview techniques and checking back in repeatedly with one another
about details, dates, and memories.
At an institutional level, although some students enrolled in the Spanish
section were also enrolled in the honors college, many others learned about
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honors, honors education, and the honors college through the close collaboration with their classmates. Although many students in the Spanish course
met the qualifications necessary for applying to the honors college, they cited
various reasons that prevented them from applying, foremost among them
that they were unaware that the honors college even existed. Our project thus
created new pathways for non-honors college students to participate in honors-style, community-engaged undergraduate learning.
As part of a long-term, community-based oral history project, our conjoined classes used experiential learning as the main mode of teaching and
learning. As we crossed disciplinary boundaries between Spanish and Portuguese and honors, employing oral history as an inherently interdisciplinary
and anti-hegemonic research approach, our students engaged hands-on with
communities and individuals in New Mexico and became researchers on our
project in ways that made them feel seen and heard. They gained experiences
they have demonstrably been able to use outside of class, and their research
will leave a meaningful legacy in the existing corpus of research about Hispanic
New Mexicans. Most importantly, students grew to appreciate each other, the
diverse community in which they live, and the importance of giving back
to the Nuevomexicano community through the long-term connections the
class fomented. Consequently, we plan another iteration of combined honors
and Spanish and Portuguese teaching and research, perhaps approaching the
course on the honors side as a capstone transition to graduate study. We recognize that our class does not pose a solution for the two problems posed by
Badenhausen, but if we can teach our students that creating connection with
community has meaning and that their roles in these types of projects are
equally meaningful, we can begin to transform the honors community.
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students the opportunity to learn and practice civil discourse through difficult conversations. Issues such as race, religion, politics, gender, and sexual orientation are
carefully curated to help students practice and hone their dialogue skills outside
the classroom where grades are not a factor. A brave spaces ideology provides the
foundation for shared pools of meaning, encouraging students to move from certainty to curiosity with the shared understanding that discomfort is an opportunity
for growth. By teaching students how to engage in controversy with civility, Tough
Talks support an honors ethos of tolerance, diversity, and inclusion. Fast becoming
the college’s signature program, authors suggest that with the proper infrastructure
and support, Tough Talks can be implemented at other institutions.
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“T

hings like religion, race, politics, gender, and sexuality are considered
taboo topics and are not fit for polite discussion. But we do talk about
them, a lot. We just rarely do so with people who we feel disagree with us.” As
a senior and student mentor in the Schedler Honors College, Booker White
described the need to provide a brave space for honors students to engage in
authentic dialogue outside of class about taboo topics. Because of his professed love for alliteration, the programs became known as “Tough Talks”
and, since their inception in 2018, have become some of the most popular
programs within our honors community.
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The Schedler Honors College was established in 1982 at the University
of Central Arkansas. The college currently serves around 300 students, 75 per
cohort selected through a holistic application process, who move through
an interdisciplinary studies curriculum taught by six fulltime honors college
faculty, four of whom hold tenure within the college. Mentors are typically
sophomores who live on the first-year student floors within the honors residence hall and volunteer their time and talents to help incoming students
transition successfully from high school to college. Early in the spring semester of their first year, interested students apply to become student mentors.
The selection process includes essay questions and interviews designed to
probe the students’ understanding of and commitment to our values, vision,
and mission. Following selection, mentors undergo extensive training, both
in person and online, for the remainder of the spring semester and over the
summer.
Mentor training focuses heavily on creating an inclusive community and
learning how to bring new students into the community. The faculty employ
a variety of methods in the training: readings and discussions related to
diversity, belonging, inclusion, and equity; SafeColleges training modules;
roleplaying common and not-so-common scenarios that past honors mentors
have encountered; and lectures from various student services professionals
around campus. These professionals are part of a program on “How to Have
Difficult Conversations” that in part helps the mentors establish their own
personal limitations and boundaries to help them recognize when it is time
to refer students to the appropriate campus professionals, e.g., the counseling
center, student health center, and honors college dean.
The mentors and their faculty coordinators devote thirty to forty hours
to training prior to the start of the fall semester. Once the fall semester begins,
mentors and faculty coordinators meet weekly for additional training, program debriefings, planning, and student updates. Honors mentors host a
variety of academic, social, and wellness-related programming, hold office
hours for students who have questions or need someone to talk to, and serve
as additional touchpoints between the students and honors faculty/administration by making them aware of students who are in crisis or need assistance.

what are tough talks?
Tough Talks are the centerpiece of the mentoring program, a way for
our honors students to practice and hone their dialogue skills outside the
classroom where grades are not a factor. They are co-curricular, voluntary
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programs offered within the honors residence hall and open to all honors students, but freshmen are the target audience. White writes,
These programs were enlightening because they showcased that people can discuss issues, disagree, and most importantly listen. These
programs helped me develop empathy and gave me the opportunity
to not just examine what someone thinks, but why they think what
they do. These Tough Talks broadened my horizons and changed my
mind about certain topics or viewpoints that I would normally discount or write off. On the whole I gained a deeper understanding of
the community I am part of and set an example of how we can discuss the things that matter to us without attacking or putting down
each other.
White is, in part, talking about moral reflection. Sandel (2010) explains
moral reflection as an iterative process dependent on making ethical claims,
getting curious and asking questions, introspection, and reevaluation. However, Sandel goes on to say that moral reflection cannot happen only in
isolation but must make use of interlocutors. Tough Talks have given our
students opportunities to practice moral reflection within our honors community and with interlocutors who may make vastly different ethical claims.
These programs are meant to be places for students to ask questions they have
been pondering but felt they couldn’t ask or were scared to ask, to listen to
other students share their experiences and perspectives about a theme, and
to contribute their own stories and experiences as the community strives to
create a shared pool of understanding.
Tough Talks have been carefully designed to foster productive dialogue
and not devolve into heated arguments. First, we lay a theoretical foundation based on brave space ideology (Arao and Clemens, 2013) through our
values/vision/mission statements, our holistic selection process, our early
programming during first-year student summer orientation, and our annual
pre-semester fall retreat. Once our new cohort is selected, the mentors begin
interacting with them via social media apps like Instagram and GroupMe to
build a community based on the tenets of brave spaces.
Students arrive on campus having heard about the Tough Talks programs
and looking forward to them. One cohort of mentors developed an acronym,
POUNDING, to humorously communicate the intent and parameters of
Tough Talks and to help students understand that the goal of Tough Talks
is dialogue, not verbally pounding other students for expressing unpopular
ideas. POUNDING has eight tenets:
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P Positions, Not People. We do not “get inside people’s heads.” We refuse
to assess participants’ motives for holding their positions. Instead, we
seek to understand the positions through thoughtful, respectful questions and challenges.
O Open Hearts and Open Minds. We ask each participant to be open to
other ways of looking at things and to remain curious., to remember Peter
Elbow (1998) and the believing game, and to remain curious. An important note is that all our honors college applicants read an abridged version
of the Elbow essay as part of the application process and therefore understand his concepts of “the doubting game and the believing game.”
U Understand Limits. We remind participants that our individual life
experiences are valuable starting points for ethical, philosophical, sociological, and political reflection but that our individual life experiences are
different and may justifiably lead to different perspectives and points of
view.
N No Ad Hominems. Any personal attacks are out of bounds.
D Don’t Get Offended. We ask participants not to take offense when others object to or reject positions they find dear.
I

Integrate New Ideas. We ask participants to be willing to reflect on and
potentially embrace new ideas. We try to guide students, through dialogue and gentle questioning, to the realization that being open to new
ideas does not have to mean a wholesale renunciation of their personal
values or upbringing.

N Norb It! Founding Director Norbert O. Schedler was famous for counseling students and alumni to “Keep the Conversation Going!” We want
students to understand that the conversation itself and the relationships
that sustain it are precious.
G Go for It! Conversations grow dry and stale if only “approved” topics
and values are spoken. We encourage respectful voicing of overlooked or
unpopular perspectives.
Once this foundation is set, the Tough Talks begin. The mentors typically
try to schedule one Tough Talk each month, and each event has a particular
theme such as religion, race, or gender. Mentors always prime the conversations with five to seven questions written on a whiteboard before the Tough
Talk starts. The questions are generally submitted by the student participants,
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allowing them to be involved in planning the event and to have an idea where
the discussion could lead. Submission is anonymous, so students do not feel
singled out for asking a question, nor are participants obliged to take up any of
these questions, but the list usually makes for quick and energetic beginnings.
Examples of general questions range from “What are your views on organized religion in the United States?” to current-event questions like “How
do the recent protests against racial injustice impact you? Positively or negatively?” If conversation lags or gets too far off-topic, mentors can return to
the questions written on the board and steer the conversation back toward
the evening’s theme. A faculty member attends each Tough Talk and can provide support to the mentor facilitator but is typically a silent observer unless
needed. While we want our students to be empowered to discuss difficult
topics, we also recognize that these conversations can be intensely emotional
and that our mentors, while mature and responsible, may need assistance
from time to time.
Doug Corbitt, the faculty coordinator for the Schedler Honors College
mentors, offers some practical considerations. Tough Talks take place in the
honors residence hall common room and are scheduled for one hour in the
evening. At the end of the hour, the leaders cheerfully invite those who have
obligations elsewhere to feel free to leave and those who would like to stay
to keep the conversation going. Typically, half the participants stay, and the
conversation continues another hour or two, with the contributions becoming more and more personal, more and more intimate, more and more
vulnerable. Laughter and tears abound, and people who profoundly disagree
with each other regularly discover personal connections that transcend their
differences.
The three main challenges to well-run conversations that we have
observed are: (1) keeping track of the students (frequently as many as ten)
who have indicated a desire to make a contribution; (2) politely keeping anyone from dominating the conversation; and (3) deciding what to do when the
next-in-line student wants to change the conversation and those waiting to
be called on want to respond to a point already made. Since beginning these
programs in 2018, we have not had a problem with bad-faith actors attending
the programs, perhaps in part because student participation in the programs
is optional; the number of participants has routinely averaged between 10%
and 20% of our honors student population for each program.
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theoretical foundations
Having recently endured another contentious political season, we are
keenly aware of the need for improved dialogue and civil discourse throughout our communities. While we might not be able to alter the nature of
conversation on the national level, we can provide our honors students with
the spaces—both physical and emotional—to practice engaging in difficult
conversations. We want to affirm, acknowledge, and celebrate all people
everywhere, and we want to live in ways that make possible a flourishing life
for everyone and everything. At this point, you may be asking, “But what
about the bigots or those who might share extremist positions or who might
attend for the sole reason to spew hate?” Here we offer some reminders about
the structure of our honors college and the voluntary, co-curricular design of
the Tough Talks. Students admitted to our honors college undergo a holistic
admissions process that includes an essay speaking to the values/vision/mission of the honors college as well as their own values and goals. As soon as the
new cohort is selected, our mentors begin engaging with them on GroupMe
to build community and model the types of behaviors and communication
we expect.
This past summer during the protests following the death of George
Floyd, we did have a few students express dismissive and dehumanizing opinions in the group chat. Other students responded by providing examples,
evidence, and lived experiences. The conversation in the group chat devolved,
and the mentors and other student leaders (peer coaches and pedagogical
assistants) eventually had to put an end to the conversation despite their best
efforts to keep it productive and civil. Afterward, a couple of student leaders
were designated to reach out to the students in question via direct message
not necessarily to change their minds but to encourage them to play Elbow’s
(1998) believing game, to respect other people’s lived experiences, and to be
open to the possibility that their absolute certainty in their positions might
be preventing them from the curiosity that is required for growth. We offer
this example for two reasons: (1) we do not want to give the false impression
that our honors college is an enlightened utopia where no conflicts arise nor
positions we find abhorrent are expressed, and (2) Tough Talks provide a
productive and personable venue for difficult conversations.
Tough Talks are designed to model dialogue in which students contribute
to a shared pool of meaning (Patterson et al., 2012). In order for students to be
willing to risk sharing their opinions, asking questions, or revealing something
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they do not understand (potentially an honors student’s worst nightmare), the
conditions must be in place to facilitate risk-taking. Honors colleges and programs routinely advocate intellectual risk-taking, yet our formal educational
spaces may inhibit risk-taking by our students (Cognard-Black, 2019). While
Tough Talks are co-curricular programs that carry no risk of grade reduction,
students must still be open to vulnerability. Being vulnerable is a status risk
when students fear that expressing themselves and their viewpoints, doubts,
questions, and experiences will cause others to perceive them to be not as
smart, cool, together, or sophisticated (Cognard-Black, 2019).
To encourage students to embrace vulnerability and take status risks in
Tough Talks, we have recently been actively promoting the language of brave
spaces, rather than only safe spaces, within honors. Safe spaces are important
for all students, in particular those of marginalized groups such as LGTBQIA
or BIPOC students and their allies (Harpalani, 2017). Examples of safe spaces
include student organizations, low-sensory rooms for neurodiverse students,
residential programs, and even faculty offices. Safe spaces offer students and
their allies places to be themselves and to celebrate their identities without
fear of confrontation and conflict.
Brave spaces ideology differs from safe spaces ideology in several key
ways: foremost is the recognition that willingness to be uncomfortable is a
prerequisite for growth (Arao and Clemens, 2013). If our students are going
to learn to engage in authentic dialogue and have difficult conversations, they
must learn to lean in to discomfort. Talking about controversial topics that
challenge one’s worldview is uncomfortable, but being uncomfortable is not
equivalent to being unsafe. By unequivocally making this claim to students,
we are letting them know that we expect them to be uncomfortable at times.
Having recently left the confines of K–12 education, where anything even
slightly controversial is often avoided at all costs, students can find this claim
both disorienting and refreshing.
Brave spaces ideology also calls for moving from “agree to disagree” to
“controversy with civility” (Arao and Clemens, 2013). Honors colleges and
programs across the country are striving to move beyond diversity as representation to belonging, inclusion, and equity (Bleicher, 2020; Dotter, 2019;
Walters, Cooley, and Dunbar, 2019). In fact, the spring/summer 2018 issue
of Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council was devoted to honors and
social justice, and many of the pieces include the call for improving belonging, inclusion, and equity. While diversity is representation of folks of various
identity groups within a larger group, it is an insufficient ideal in comparison
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with inclusion, which Tienda (2013) defines as “organizational strategies and
practices that promote meaningful social and academic interactions among
persons and groups who differ in their experiences, their views, and their
traits” (p. 467). Winters (2014) posits, “Another way to distinguish between
diversity and inclusion is to define diversity as a noun describing a state and
inclusion as a verb or action noun, in that to include requires action” (p. 206).
Without a commitment to inclusion, students from marginalized groups may
feel that they do not belong in our honors colleges and are more likely to
leave.
Dotter (2019) offers this view of inclusion in relation to honors:
By developing pedagogies, institutional practices, and spaces that welcome all identities and foster a culture that values differences, honors
programs and colleges can model the fundamental importance of
inclusion and equity. By moving in this direction, we not only better
prepare our students for the multicultural and interconnected world
we inhabit, but we also improve our institutions. . . . (p. 46)
In our fractured and increasingly divided world, bringing students from various backgrounds, worldviews, political affiliations, and religious traditions
together in an honors college undoubtedly leads to some conflict and controversy among them. An “agree to disagree” mentality privileges majority
perspectives and provides students with an “out” to avoid the discomfort of
being asked to articulate their positions or have their perspectives challenged.
Students from minority and marginalized groups have no such “out” because
being uncomfortable is often their perpetual state of being. Controversy with
civility posits that we can openly, rationally, and civilly discuss challenging
topics through a shared commitment to curiosity and community, thus leading us closer to genuine inclusion and belonging.
Another important tenet of difficult conversations and brave spaces is
that individual motives are invisible (Patterson, 2012). When emotions run
high, our tendency is to assign motive to another person’s words or actions.
Assumption of motive contributes to miscommunication, so we encourage
our students to be generous in their assumptions and to move from certainty
to curiosity (Brown, 2015). We ask our students to recognize that no two
honors students have the same lived experience, that lived experiences influence our values, and that our values shape our perspectives on social justice
and current events. If we can convince students of these ideas, we can then
help them understand that when someone shares an opinion that seems to
invalidate or offend them, the speaker is likely not trying to hurt their feelings
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and is most likely not an idiot. The next step then is curiosity. When we can
observe students moving away from assigning motive and being certain that
their view of the world is correct, and when we can observe them instead
moving toward curiosity, we make progress toward civil discourse and a willingness to risk being uncomfortable.
We believe that the beauty of Tough Talks is that they are transferable
to virtually any honors college or program that has a commitment to effective communication, social and personal responsibility, and civil discourse.
Pre-COVID, the only expense of the programs was a few snacks, the other
resources being time and a gathering space large enough to accommodate
forty to sixty students. This year, we have limited the number of attendees
in order to maintain social distancing but have offered two sessions for each
topic.
Depending on the admissions criteria for an honors college, the structure of its curriculum, and the nature of its community, barriers may exist
on a campus that we have not experienced. However, by laying the appropriate theoretical foundation and establishing appropriate parameters for any
specific situation, Tough Talks have the potential to give honors students a
needed avenue to engage with ideas that are meaningful and important to
them. As honors educators we want our students to think critically, listen
actively, and recognize the dignity and worth of each individual in our communities. Tough Talks are opportunities for students to practice these skills in
the relatively low-stakes and supportive environment of honors.
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ne of the joys of teaching first-year students in the University of Maine
Honors College is the rich reading list set by the college as part of our
four-semester-long, required “Civilizations” sequence. These great-booksstyle courses are structured as a quasi-chronological survey of classics with,
on average, a new text being introduced each week. Titles on the list include
The Odyssey, American Indian Myths and Legends, The Torah, and The Analects.
Much as I delight in the concepts covered in this reading-intensive curriculum, as an educator with a background in teaching writing and composition,
I am skeptical that these first-year courses, which are labeled with the university’s “writing-intensive” distinction, provide time to teach writing well.
This week, for instance, we are wrapping up our too-short discussion of Tao
Te Ching, and by next week we need to be ready for the mandatory lecture on
Plato’s Republic.
I am not a stickler for course labels and could be content with assigning
students the task of writing multiple papers over the course of a semester while
offering little instructional time to support that writing, but given our student
population, that formula does not seem fair. Approximately one quarter of
University of Maine undergraduates are first-generation college students, and
many hail from rural high schools with limited access to resources such as
AP classes. The resultant disparity in students’ educational backgrounds is
apparent in my honors college students, perhaps most particularly in their
competencies and comfort levels with writing. When I step back from our
reading-intensive curriculum and think about the learning outcomes from
which these students would most benefit, an explicit, skills-based education
in writing is at the top of the list. I do not mean simply uniform instruction
in grammar and syntax—for students who still need help with verb tenses or
concision in prose, I offer office hours—but instead guided practice in the
critical-thinking aspects of writing: the ability to write and rewrite a logically
reasoned, well-structured, supported, and nuanced argument that causes a
reader to sit up in her chair.
In 2016, an analysis of student and faculty perceptions of writing instruction and assignments within our honors college led researchers Caropreso,
Haggerty and Ladenheim to a similar conclusion. Their study focused on
what they called “critical-thinking writing,” a term I will borrow below and
which they defined as “the ability to construct a thesis, build an argument,
support arguments with empirical data, acknowledge alternative positions,
synthesize, analyze, and draw conclusions” (258). At the end of their paper,
the researchers pointed to a study by Condon and Kelly-Riley stating that
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“greater improvement in student critical-thinking writing would likely result
from intentionally planning and implementing instruction, including assignments designed specifically to accomplish the critical thinking goals and
objectives of the [course]” (267).
Over the course of the last year and a half, I have aimed to achieve that
goal, developing a series of writing assignments for my honors students that
are incremental, that are explicit in their instructions, and that revisit learning
outcomes in a variety of forms. These assignments take a cue from writing
instruction literature that the volume of writing does not necessarily equate
with improved student learning. In other words, my students do not write
(and I do not read) multiple ten-page papers. Instead, we focus our efforts
on an assignment I have named the Close Reading Response, which allows
students repeated, scaffolded, and condensed practice in crafting the criticalthinking bare bones of a longer paper. This assignment can be applied to the
many texts we read over the course of the semester and allows us to keep pace
with the larger curriculum. For other honors instructors who are bound by a
content-driven curriculum, this assignment may prove useful for efficiently
and effectively teaching critical-thinking writing.

background on the assignment
Below I provide guidelines for the Close Reading Response, but first
some background on its development. In my more than ten years of teaching writing before arriving at the University of Maine, I encountered many
pedagogical philosophies and approaches to composition instruction. One
stood out as exceptionally effective: a credit-bearing writing lab designed by
the Chair of English at Berkeley City College, Jenny Lowood, which I had the
privilege of co-teaching. Whenever I think about exemplary writing instruction, I find myself coming back to this course, which was set in a computer lab
staffed by trained upper-class writing tutors. Students brought in papers they
were working on for other classes and signed up for short conferences with
me or one of my tutors. Guided by a progressive rubric, we dedicated each
conference to offering a writer feedback on one aspect of his paper. The writer
then worked independently on revisions before signing up for another conference focused on the next stage. Our rubric was a general set of guidelines
that we adapted according to the genre and sophistication of the student’s
writing, but in its standard form writers moved through conferences focused
on the following stages: control of thesis; essay organization, including progression of logic and provision of discrete supporting arguments; paragraph
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development, including the use of evidence and analysis of that evidence;
sentence control; sentence structure; and proofreading. Students frequently
engaged in as many as six one-on-one conferences and cycles of revision
before completing this process with a single paper.
Inevitably, a couple weeks into the term, some students new to the course
would complain about the painstakingly slow revision process. “It’s been two
weeks and I’m still reworking my thesis for my first paper,” they groaned. But
the student veterans in the class—there were always many—reassured these
students that they would, in fact, make progress and that the process was
worth the effort. By the end of the term, many of the once-frustrated students
were among the cheerleaders for the course, touting it as the “best writing
class” they had ever taken. I quickly joined them. In my tour of teaching at
a liberal arts college, a community college, and a research university, never
have I participated in a more effective writing instruction model in terms of
student engagement and learning.
Reflecting on that model in my current context, I have found myself
repeatedly wondering what made the lab so effective for teaching and learning writing, and how some of those pedagogical lessons can be transferred
to a content-driven course that allows for only two hours of face time with
students each week.
Many of the strengths of the lab course overlap with findings from Anderson et al., whose multi-institutional study provides analysis of data from more
than 70,000 undergraduate learners and focuses on the characteristics of writing assignments that increase student learning. According to the researchers,
three pedagogical approaches to writing most likely predict student learning:
“interactive writing processes,” “meaning-making writing tasks,” and “clear
writing expectations” (Anderson, et al. 5). Notably, these findings are applicable to any disciplinary context and, according to the authors, “the quality
of assignments is more powerful in advancing learning than the amount of
writing assigned” (5).
In the Berkeley City College lab-based course, the mode of instruction
more than met Anderson et al.’s criteria for being “interactive.” Students were
repeatedly in conversation with their audience and exposed to how their
intended meaning might differ from their reader’s perception. In terms of
“meaning-making writing tasks,” though we dealt with grammar and syntax
toward the end of guiding students’ rewriting, the bulk of our instructional
time was focused on content and the student’s ability to demonstrate strong
analysis, synthesis, and critical thought.
122

Streamlined Approach

Finally, in terms of “clear writing expectations,” writing goals were defined
explicitly and revisited frequently with the reference point of a shared rubric
and notes recorded by tutors after each session. At no point were students
told to write “a paper” or “a synthesis” or “a critical response” and then left to
their own devices to infer exactly what was involved or expected in that genre.
Instead, in a conference with me, a student might investigate her thesis as we
repeatedly looked to the first criterion on the lab’s standard rubric. We might
discuss whether her topic was sufficiently narrow to allow for depth in the
writing that followed, or we might consider how she could add nuance to her
argument by probing its significance, asking questions like “So what? So why
does this argument matter?” After emerging with a strong thesis, the student
might work with another tutor on the second portion of the rubric—essay
organization. Together they would consider her use of supporting sub-points:
how they were organized and whether they were discrete, allowing for a progression of logic.
Though in summary this approach sounds heavily didactic, the impression
I received from students was that this explicit instruction was empowering,
allowing them to develop a vocabulary for the many skills—most of them
based in critical thought—involved in crafting strong writing. In their conversations with tutors and in their involved rewriting processes, these students
were practicing skills critical to metacognitive regulation, including planning,
monitoring, and evaluating their work, or to borrow a term from educational
psychology, developing their “habits of mind” (Costa and Kallick 1).
Though I no longer teach in a lab, I find that many of the lessons I learned
from teaching composition at Berkeley City College are transferable and
apply to teaching writing in an honors program. I still aim to provide students with clear expectations for writing assignments and to empower them
by building a shared writers’ vocabulary to evaluate their work and that of
others in a variety of contexts. I also limit the number of long papers my
students write in their first-year honors classes; instead, we concentrate our
efforts on writing Close Reading Responses. This assignment complements a
scaffolded approach to teaching writing and provides students frequent and
repeated practice of critical-thinking writing skills in reference to the many
and diverse readings we encounter each semester.

the close reading response assignment
During the initial weeks of my first-year, reading-intensive honors course,
students and I write and rewrite thesis statements. We define what we are
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looking for in sophisticated, college-level theses: usually a specific and narrow topic, a unique argument, and some statement of significance in which
students take their claim a step further by stating its implications. I find that
this time dedicated to co-investigating students’ theses at the beginning of
the term helps previously less-advantaged students push their thinking a step
further and make every word in their central argument count. More privileged students often need the invitation to step away from formulas they were
taught in high school, designed more to appeal to fatigued examiners evaluating AP or IB exams than to promote nuanced and sophisticated thought.
Once students are well practiced in their thesis statements, we move on
to writing Close Reading Responses (CRRs). In labeled, compartmentalized
subsections, students compose:
• a thesis,
• a few bits of relevant evidence (I typically ask for three quotations
from the given week’s text but emphasize that this evidence could just
as easily be scientific data or other content relevant to their primary
field of study),
• a brief discussion of each of those bits of evidence and of their relevance to the thesis, and
• a final significance paragraph in which the student digs into the implications of her argument.
Absent is the hook or lead-in one generally finds before reading a thesis, and
body paragraphs are not framed with topic or concluding sentences. Instead,
we are focusing exclusively on the critical-thinking components of what
might later become a longer paper.
Some students are initially perplexed by this assignment. The overachievers, perhaps convinced that longer is better, sometimes ask, “Can’t I just write
a whole paper?” Within one or two weeks, though, they seem to be sold. Brevity and concision, it turns out, are not easily achieved. Here the goal is not a
page or word count, but the practice of staying on point, advancing the claim
with each distinct piece of evidence, and achieving depth of thought.
The final section of the CRR, what I call the significance paragraph, is
often a head-scratcher for students, particularly those who have been conditioned by five-paragraph or other essay formulas. “So what?” I ask them.
“Why should your reader care about this claim? How is this argument relevant or novel?” I explain to them that this sort of critical thinking is often
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what makes standout writing in any discipline. As an activist or community
organizer, the writer needs to explain to the audience why they should care
about the issue at hand. As a scientist writing a grant proposal for the National
Science Foundation (NSF), the writer needs to explain more than what the
study is or how it will be conducted, but why. To borrow terms from the NSF,
what are the “broader impacts” of the work? What is its “intellectual merit”?
How will this research advance the discipline itself?
To ensure that the experience of writing is interactive, we spend time in
and out of class discussing peers’ CRRs: the ideas, the particular strengths
in logic or critical thought, and the ways their responses could be improved.
By the time students have written three or four CRRs, I guide them through
the process of writing a full paper. They come to paper writing much more
ready than they were at the beginning of the term, armed with a critical-thinking writer’s vocabulary that allows them to consider the significance of their
claim, for example, or the need to analyze evidence thoroughly so that its relevance to the thesis is clear to the reader. I do not grade their first draft. As
Morris states, “Students profit from having their writing read and responded
to before it’s graded, whether it’s by the teacher, a writing tutor, or a well-prepared peer” (12). Instead, we study and discuss the rubric I will use to grade
their papers relative to their work. I also guide them through a detailed peer
review process, which they apply to a peer’s draft and then to their own. Having practiced critical-thinking writing in their CRRs and then revisited these
concepts in the rubric and peer review guidelines, I find them offering one
another sophisticated feedback about elements such as essay cohesion, the
significance of their arguments, provision of contextual information before
quotations, and concision.
Over the course of the semester, students only write two full-length critical essays and one longer creative writing piece for my class. Otherwise, nearly
all their writing comes in the form of Close Reading Responses. Beyond helping students to regularly practice and hone their ability to think critically, the
CRRs have other advantages. They have the potential to reduce faculty time
spent grading. I am not wading through entire papers padded with wordy
prose; instead, after the first few weeks and once students are familiar with my
expectations for CRRs, I have the pleasure of reading and responding to concise, carefully reasoned responses that cut straight to the heart of the students’
arguments. Second, plagiarism with CRRs is very uncommon. The form does
not lend itself well to copying and forces students to engage thoroughly with
their own thinking and with the week’s reading assignment. Finally, with this
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model, students and I quickly share a vocabulary for critical-thinking goals
within their writing. My feedback can be directed, and students are selfdirected, confident in their ability to evaluate their own and peers’ work and
fully aware that much of writing and revision come at the level of ideas, not
grammar.
In their course evaluations, students comment on the benefits of writing
CRRs, as in the following statements from the spring of 2020:
• “The writing assignments that we did were organized like miniature essay outlines, which were extremely valuable and helped me
strengthen the basis of my essays, overall producing higher quality
writing.”
• “The close reading responses were a great way to get feedback on essay
writing without having to write tons of essays.”
• “I was fairly confident in my writing before I took this class, but Katie
helped redefine what ‘strong’ writing is. She taught me how to create a
robust thesis based off of my knowledge and beliefs, then support that
thesis with clear evidence and reason.”
• “I would say that my largest area of growth was in my ability to write
succinctly. The CRRs were the biggest challenge of the course because
they made me think deeply about the text but required a really condensed version of what I could’ve written about. I have the tendency
to write more than required and to over explain, so the CRRs were
so helpful in getting me to find the main points and get my message
across quickly.”
• “My critical thinking and formation of thesis statements was dramatically improved as a result of the CRRs, as well as my ability to connect
ideas and concepts from the past to current events through the significance section of the CRR.”

supporting diversity and inclusion in higher
education through critical-thinking writing
pedagogy in honors
In his JNCHC article “What Is an Honors Student?,” Jay Freyman argues
that “aptitude for honors depends at least as much on attitude as on accomplishment” (24). Given my students’ disparate educational backgrounds and
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writing abilities, I hold this distinction true. What defines strong first-year
honors students upon their arrival in my classroom is their curiosity and their
willingness to work hard and to be challenged. Their ability to write critically
is not something I initially expect from all students although I owe them the
opportunity to learn this set of skills by the end of their first year in college.
I am proud of the fact that approximately a quarter of the undergraduates
at the University of Maine are first-generation college students, yet I am aware
that by no means is my university an outlier. In 2015, first-generation college
students accounted for 28.6% of honors college and program enrollments,
according to the National Collegiate Honor Council’s Admissions, Retention, and Completion Survey (Mead 25). As Patrick Bahls states, “honors
programs and colleges are critical sites for development of equity, diversity,
and inclusion in higher education” (73). Sound composition pedagogy is
central to this mission. In her summary of more than a decade of research in
honors composition, Annmarie Guzy highlights the “vital role that honors
composition plays within honors programs and colleges by aiding students
with the transition from high school writing to college-level research, which
in turn increases program retention rates, particularly with the expanding
CUR-based emphasis on honors theses and capstone projects” (10).
In order to capitalize on less educationally privileged honors students’
attitudes and to equalize their access to accomplishment on the playing field,
we owe it to them to break down complex tasks and expectations into their
component parts; this is one of my goals with the Close Reading Response
assignment. When coupled with frequent, guided peer review, assignments
like these allow students to enhance their metacognitive regulation and procedural knowledge, empowering them with the tools to determine “how you
start, how you decide what to do first and then next, how you check your
work, how you know when you are done” (Tanner 118). These are skills that
they can apply to any domain or discipline and that, as Heather Camp argues,
encourage “self-sufficient learning” (62).
Toward the end of each fall semester in the University of Maine’s Civilizations sequence, we read “Pericles’ Funeral Oration” (Thucydides). This year
when week fourteen of the semester arrived and with it the Athenian speech,
I did not ask students to write a Close Reading Response. They needed a
break. Nevertheless, I heard the influence of the CRR assignment in class
discussion as they referenced Pericles’ “thesis,” his “core argument,” and his
“claim.” Several students commented on Pericles’s extended focus on Athenian exceptionalism before addressing the central, though delayed, purpose
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of his speech: to remember the war dead. They pointed out areas where his
nationalist rhetoric was unsubstantiated with evidence. I realized during that
class that my students were reading the speech as writers. After a semester
of creating the component parts of critical-thinking writing and identifying
them through peer review, they were empowered not only as writers but also
as readers, applying these concepts across disciplines and genres.
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benefits of such integration, this essay provides ways of incorporating and sharing
personal narratives in the classroom and offers strategies to ensure that all honors
students find individual connections between the material and themselves. Asserting that all students hold a unique place “on the line,” authors show how integrating
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W

hile I was working as an instructor at the United States Military Academy (West Point) from 2010 to 2015, one of my duties was organizing
the English department’s placement exam. Incoming cadets could test out of
English 101 (Composition) and move directly into an advanced section of
English 102 (Literature). I would reserve a large theatre in the central academic building as our testing site, and in the summer of 2014, while watching
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the students file into the auditorium and past the stage, I noted that the
cadets were effectively “auditioning” for a coveted English 102 slot. “Perhaps
I should require them to bring in a headshot next year,” I whispered to a colleague, recalling the iconic opening number of the musical A Chorus Line:
“God, I hope I get it! / I hope I get it!/ How many people does he need?”
Were I not such a passionate devotee of musical theatre, I might have
dismissed this humorous comparison without a second thought, but instead
I found myself reflecting on more parallels, particularly in the narrative trajectory of A Chorus Line. The musical delves into the personal histories of
seventeen unique and diverse dancers, but the closing number sees the dancers don identical outfits and form a homogeneous dance line. The song is
not so subtly entitled “One,” and while the dancers move as a single unit in
matching gold tailcoats and top hats, distinguishing one dancer from another
becomes increasingly difficult. Recalling the memorable image of the final
kick-line, I immediately connected it to the image of the “long grey line” of
cadets marching as one unit, the uniqueness of the individual students lost
amid the uniformity and conformity of the group. However, I knew the cadets
as individuals and understood that, as in the case of A Chorus Line, there was
far greater diversity within the group than one might imagine. The connection
between the long grey line and A Chorus Line stuck with me when I took the
position of Director of Faculty Development at the United States Air Force
Academy (USAFA) in 2016. Each summer during New Faculty Orientation,
I share the metaphor and remind new USAFA colleagues that even though
the USAFA cadets dress the same and frequently move as one, they have their
own distinctive stories.
As a Distinguished Visiting Professor in the USAFA Scholars Program,
Mimi Killinger was intrigued by my 2018 Summer New Faculty Orientation
metaphor. Subsequently, over the course of the fall term, she had her students
share their stories in a variety of ways. I had convinced her that integrating
personal narratives into Scholars or honors classes would foster diversity, promote inclusivity, and stimulate meaningful learning as we see happen in A
Chorus Line. Learning activities involving personal narratives in the college
classroom seemed especially suited to honors given the honors commitment
to nurturing student “creativity, collaboration, and leadership” within a close
community of faculty and students; honors offers courses and programs that,
by design, encourage students to develop a deeper and more complex sense
of their selves and narratives within their intellectual and social contexts
(“About NCHC”).
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Furthermore, by focusing on students as individuals within an academic
collective, honors specifically subverts problematic contemporary emphases
in higher education on standardization, specialization, and selectivity. These
emphases frequently alienate students and instructors from their own creativity, intellectual curiosity, and personal stories; moreover, they run counter to
fostering, for example, a diverse scholarly honors community. As an antidote
to such standardization and its concomitant academic alienation, we propose
integrating student personal narratives into honors classes to promote the
multiplicity, inclusivity, and meaningful learning that honors educators value
and provide. Thus, Killinger and I remain committed to integrating students’
personal narratives into classes at our current institutions, the University of
Maine Honors College and USAFA respectively.

the temptation to standardize and the benefits
of transgressing
A Chorus Line celebrates the director’s unique approach to the casting
process and his nontraditional method for auditioning dancers. This unconventionality parallels the transgressive educational philosophies of bell hooks,
Paulo Freire, and other theorists whose concept of teaching and learning
directly contradicts the principles of labor management that have profoundly
shaped higher education. In her 2017 monograph The New Education, Cathy
N. Davidson stresses the urgent need for reform in American higher education, contending that Frederick Winslow Taylor’s late-nineteenth-century
research on scientific labor measurement redefined key elements of higher
education in narrow ways. Much as Taylorism stressed the division of labor,
higher education has become divided into countless disciplines and subdisciplines (Davison 38–39). Maduakolam Ireh boldly asserts that “no other
strategy, theory, framework or principle of management has negatively influenced educational management and efforts to improve schools in America
as scientific management did and, to some extent, continues to do so” (9).
The divvying up and narrowing of the academy was rooted in the categorization of students (and potential students) based on standardized testing: “It
is no wonder that the same era that produced all of these interrelated institutional features of higher education also invented ‘giftedness’ and ‘learning
disabilities’” (41), writes Davidson. She laments that despite contemporary
research on the myriad approaches to teaching and learning, Taylorist principles still exert tremendous influence in higher education as evidenced by
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the continued hegemony of standardized tests such as the SAT and ACT, and
by the continued prescription of certain types of teaching/classroom-management techniques, like separating thinking from doing (Ireh 12).
Given that the United States came of age in the throes of the industrial era,
it stands to reason that its educational institutions would reflect those values.
Still, it is unlikely that even Taylor could have imagined the applicability of
these principles on the musical stage. In one of the only peer-reviewed articles
published on A Chorus Line, Victor Holtcamp analyzes the “philosophical”
connection between industrial capitalism and the Broadway dance-line; he
notes that both emphasize “interchangeability, repeatability, efficiency, rationality, and centralized control” (76). Holtcamp goes so far as to state that “if
Frederick Winslow Taylor were to write a musical it just might be A Chorus
Line, though he might have named it An Assembly Line” (83). Holtcamp may
be overstating the matter since A Chorus Line deliberately questions and frequently subverts the principles he has listed. The means for achieving this
subversion involve the sharing of personal narratives, a strategy that several
progressive educational advocates like bell hooks and Mary Rose O’Reilley
have also stressed as necessary reform in higher education, promoting the
exchange of personal narratives as a meaningful pedagogical technique.
When the dancers in A Chorus Line share their personal narratives, some
choose to focus on their educations. The most memorable example emphasizes the negative effects of a standardized pedagogical approach, especially
with nontraditional students. In a lengthy solo number, one of the dancers—Diana Morales—recounts her tenure as a student at the High School
of Performing Arts. Though eager to learn, Diana immediately makes a bad
impression on her high school acting instructor, Mr. Karp; he proceeds to
humiliate her in front of her classmates as she struggles with the first lesson’s
improvisation activities. The song—entitled “Nothing”—cleverly traces the
evolution of Diana’s concept of “nothingness” over the course of her time with
Karp. Upon realizing that Diana (ostensibly) has nothing to contribute to the
class, Karp and the other students make her feel like nothing, but after some
reflection and spiritual affirmation, Diana realizes that Karp and his course
are nothing in the grand scheme of her development. She thus enrolls in a
different acting class and has a much more positive experience. The number
concludes on a darkly humorous note when Diana reveals that Karp died a
few months later: “I dug right down to the bottom of my soul . . . /And cried. /
’Cause I felt nothing.”
By embarrassing Diana and encouraging her classmates to find fault
with her attempts at improvisation, Diana’s acting teacher misses out on an
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opportunity to make his classroom more inclusive. Relying on one type of
acting exercise, he does not give Diana the opportunity to connect with the
class through a different activity nor to frame the class in relation to her life
experiences. This failure is particularly disturbing given that Diana is a minority student. Karp—by relying on traditional teaching methods and activities
in his very specialized high school—does not consider how best to integrate
nontraditional students into the learning experience, creating a situation
that is all too common in contemporary higher education as well. In their
recent article on “Opening Doors to Engage a More Diverse Population in
Honors,” Giovanna E. Walters, Angel Jill Cooley, and Quentina Dunbar note
the importance of “mak[ing] space in [honors] courses and co-curricular
programing for highly motivated students who are not currently enrolled in
the honors program, particularly those from traditionally underrepresented
communities” (56). Karp does the opposite by wielding the exclusivity of his
ostensibly advanced class like a weapon and alienating a highly motivated,
nontraditional student.
Diana engages in a much more meaningful educational experience over
the course of A Chorus Line as she participates in a remarkable (and transgressive) audition to be part of a dance line in an upcoming Broadway show.
Ultimately, the audition is an inclusive experience as the diversity of a unique
group of individuals is celebrated. This diversity is deliberately ironic since a
dance line is typically composed of dancers who all look, act, dress, and move
in the same way, as in an assembly line where diversity and individualism are
antithetical to what the director, Zach, is trying to create. Zach’s nonlinear
and nontraditional audition emphasizing individualism and self-expression
is contrary to the essential tenets of being a chorus dancer. Indeed, from a
Taylorist perspective, Zach’s audition is terribly inefficient.
Zach’s aspirations run deeper than efficiency, as do our aspirations in honors. Like honors educators, he wants to put together a group that is capable
of functioning as a unit but that is made up of diverse, motivated individuals
who will learn from one another and help each other grow. His innovative,
non-Taylorist audition process in A Chorus Line can serve as a metaphor for
a model honors classroom where the diversity of a unique group of individuals is encouraged through personal narratives that promote creativity and
confidence, cultivate empathy within the group, and engage in collaborative
learning. Likewise, in the honors classroom the diversity of the individual students should be celebrated through the sharing of personal narratives so as
to foster collaborative, empathic learning within a multicultural honors community that thrives on diversity.
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In A Chorus Line, the director turns the stage over to the dancers and
focuses on creating opportunities for expression and learning rather than
simply demonstrating dance steps for them to follow. Similarly, the honors
professor, rather than simply transferring content knowledge, should focus
on creating opportunities for expression and learning so that students feel
personally connected to, and invested in, both the course and each other’s
success. The director in A Chorus Line, furthermore, allows the dancers to
use different means of expression in conveying their personal narratives,
including dance, song, and monologue. In the honors classroom the professor should similarly create various opportunities and conduits for personal
expression, allowing students to demonstrate their knowledge and learning
in ways that reflect the diverse backgrounds of the group.
Finally, the audition is a transformative experience in A Chorus Line.
Even those who are not cast in the show are forever changed because of the
opportunities the director gives them. The honors class should also be a transformative experience. Even those students who do not receive an A should be
positively affected and changed because of the opportunities the professor
has given them.
Measurements and categorizations that can narrow and constrain higher
education can be supplanted by a broader, transgressive valuing of the individual story within the collective experience. Creating classroom opportunities
to include and prize narratives, thereby fostering transformational learning,
can enable honors instructors to achieve a central pedagogical goal of honors:
helping students develop a more nuanced sense of self within their intellectual and social context (“About NCHC”).

the power of the personal
The notion of the audition as a learning experience has numerous implications for the college classroom in general and for the honors classroom in
particular. Empowering honors students to take ownership of their education
is an essential responsibility of the honors instructor. Richard Holt, in “Forever Home: A Multilevel Approach to Fostering Productive Transgression in
Honors,” frames empowerment as part of the transgressive role of the honors
instructor. Although he does so primarily in the context of social activism
(28), transgression can also be understood in the context of meaningful
learning. That is, if instructors are to encourage students to take responsibility
for their learning and to become lifelong learners, they must often be willing
to flout convention. Zach’s audition process violates all conventional wisdom;
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he openly tells the dancers that he does not want them to perform but instead
wants them to be themselves, a statement that goes beyond the realm of transgressive and enters the sphere of counterintuitive. Still, Zach fundamentally
believes that the performers who are most comfortable and confident being
themselves will give the best performance on stage.
The dancers are understandably thrown by Zach’s techniques, and they
initially resist his efforts. When asked to reflect on and share their personal
narratives, most of the dancers prefer to make up funny stories or go into a
routine of some kind. Some erect emotional barriers; a noteworthy example
is the unrevealing and intensely assertive Sheila, who deflects Zach’s questions with flirtatious statements and dismissive jokes. Similarly, Holt notes,
“honors students tend to resist transgression, possibly because honors undergraduates have won the academic game largely by not transgressing beyond
conventional instruction” (33). This reality finds a believable parallel in A
Chorus Line as the dancers assume personas as a safe alternative to sharing
personal narratives; Mike’s tough guy Italian-American persona, Bobby’s
flamboyant and campy gay comic persona, or Sheila’s hard-edged femme fatale
persona reveal the dancers’ preference of surface-level engagement to deep
reflection and self-disclosure.
Nevertheless, like the transgressive honors instructor who achieves
meaningful learning, Zach manages to bring out the best in his dancers by
helping them learn more about themselves through nontraditional practices.
The audition becomes more than a “tryout” but instead a transformative
learning experience as Zach prompts the dancers to synthesize different experiences rather than simply treating the audition like an independent event.
Much like first-year honors students, “they are consistently amazed when
they discover that they are not expected to simply recite the correct answer
but to think, and to think for themselves” (Kidwell 255). What is noteworthy
about the audition in A Chorus Line is the emphasis on integration as Zach
asks the dancers to share meaningful past experiences and to let those experiences shape their audition. All the while, he is directing them to think about
the future, and in the final moments of the show, he prompts them to wrestle
with difficult questions about what they will do with their lives and careers
when they inevitably have to give up dancing.
The world of the audition is significantly larger than it would be had he
simply asked the dancers to read lines or demonstrate dance steps. Similarly,
in academia educators and students are sometimes so focused on present
tasks that the students’ past and future are neglected: “To focus on the place
we are now [. . .] is to ask students to ignore the material realities that brought
137

Napolitano and Killinger

them to the university in the first place” (Robillard 80). Honors educators
can learn a lesson from Zach: by prompting the dancers to reflect on what
has led them to this particular moment in their careers and their lives, Zach
helps the dancers synthesize past and present, thus empowering them to “kiss
today goodbye” and “point [themselves] toward tomorrow” during the penultimate number.
Such synthesis and empowerment are central to discussions of critical honors pedagogy. When students view the professor as the source of all
knowledge and power, they typically focus on trying to please the professor
without making waves or taking risks; like the dancers, they assume personas
or keep their heads down. Ironically, by getting the dancers to be vulnerable
in sharing their stories, Zach empowers them to be more confident, passionate, and creative throughout the audition process. Personal narrative is not
merely a means of expressing one’s story but also of knowing oneself, and
through this knowledge honors students can assert greater ownership of and
responsibility for their education. Personal narratives also make it easier to
build further knowledge by synthesizing new learning experiences with old
experiences and with an overarching sense of self. Such ideas are essential to
bell hooks’s theories of self-actualization and engaged pedagogy (18–19). As
Amy E. Robillard puts it, “Don’t we want to encourage our students to create their own meaning from their own histories, thereby allowing themselves
to entertain some sense of control over their educations and their lives?”
(76). Integration and empowerment are strongly connected, and personal
narratives—with their emphasis on reflection and synthesis—can empower
honors students to find greater meaning in their learning experiences.
We offer the following examples, along with theoretical underpinnings,
of in-class activities for incorporating personal narratives into the honors
classroom. Small honors classes are especially conducive to integrating the
four activities that we describe here. Activity 1 is “Invisible Knapsack,” an
ice-breaker exercise during which the instructor asks honors students to
share, beyond basic introductions, something in their “invisible knapsacks,”
as described in Peggy McIntosh’s “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible
Knapsack.” McIntosh defines the “invisible knapsack” as an intrinsic package of assets, provisions, or qualities available to us that are defining but not
overtly apparent, like white privilege. The instructor can periodically refer
back to the contents of students’ invisible knapsacks throughout the course in
an effort both to build community and to emphasize the unique and important qualities that each student brings to the class. A theoretical argument in
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support of this exercise might be bell hooks’s encouraging instructors to see
students as “whole” human beings who are seeking understanding beyond
books, wanting “knowledge about how to live in the world” (15). hooks’s
whole student theory is rooted in Paulo Freire’s call for liberatory pedagogy,
and the invisible knapsack exercise fosters a sense of understanding the whole
student, whose personal qualities inform learning in a liberatory way.
Activity 2 is “‘Unpacking the Why’ Notecard,” in which the honors
instructor, in preparation for students’ choosing writing topics, asks students
to submit responses to three questions: What are you exceptionally good at?
What does this say about you? Why is this so? The instructor gives a personal
example that is surprising, honest and emotionally charged, perhaps inspiring students to do the same and modeling how their responses might inform
their paper topics, prompting them to write about what truly matters to them.
Daniela Gachago et al., in “All Stories Bring Hope Because Stories Bring
Awareness,” describe the benefits of creating an “emotionally-charged space
of engagement” for students (9). They depict the typical classroom as socially
segregated from such stories, arguing that integrating charged personal stories can heighten awareness and change assumptions. This deliberative work
can deepen student critical perspectives and make written work more authentic and reflective, which is our honors goal.
“Personal Narrative and Global Issues” is Activity 3, in which the instructor asks the students to submit a description of a global issue of particular
concern to them, requiring students to employ the personal “I” in preparation
for doing the same in the final writing project that will link back to their global
concerns. Similarly, Jacob Kramer, in “Revisiting the Personal Essay,” refers to
advantages in having students write in their own voices and notes how sympathy arises through personal, individual comparisons to others’ stories.
Finally, Activity 4 is “A Literary Memoir,” through which honors students
create their autobiography by reflecting on books they have read previously.
This activity could take place early or late in the semester as students select the
five or more texts, which might include novels, poems, plays, and biographies,
that most pronouncedly affected their development and then synthesize their
reflections into a personal narrative. They further translate their experience
with one of these books into a performance or artistic representation of some
kind, selecting a medium that they find personally meaningful and relevant.
Robillard, in “It’s Time for Class,” stresses that personal narratives promote
integration between past and present experiences, creating a sense of empowerment about the future (76). Gachago et al. note that personal narratives
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promote “a predominantly positive outlook for [students’] future, which
emphasizes the importance of such projects to unleash the power of creativity and resilience” (9).

fostering inclusivity through the
sharing of narratives
The honors classroom offers countless ways of incorporating and sharing
personal narratives that underscore a vital component of inclusive teaching:
adopting a wide array of pedagogical methods and assessments to ensure
that all honors students in the course find a way to connect with the material
(Samuels 73). Zach’s inclusive strategies in A Chorus Line demonstrate this
strategy as the dancers are allowed to share their narratives through various
media and methods: Diana sings a solo number about her negative experiences with Mr. Karp; Paul gives a lengthy and confessional monologue about
being molested as a child, his anxieties about his parents’ knowledge of his
sexual identity, and his work as a drag performer; Sheila, Maggie, and Bebe
share a number about their unhappy childhoods and the solace they found
“At the Ballet”; Cassie engages in a solo dance that encapsulates the centrality
of dancing to her identity.
We must address, however, a noteworthy caveat: personal narratives, if
assigned haphazardly or unthinkingly, can be a problematic violation of students’ privacy. Critical pedagogy, which lends itself to the use of personal
narratives as learning tools, is steeped in postmodern theory, so it invariably
addresses Foucauldian issues of surveillance (Friedman). The Foucauldian line of reasoning could assert that personal narratives ultimately lack
truth. The writer—and autobiographical subject—“even when [she] is not
subjected to public scrutiny, such as when she is engaged in self-writing, . . .
performs as if her thoughts and actions were under surveillance” (Friedman).
Zach must deal with similar issues during the audition, as the dancers know
they are under surveillance: they are sharing their stories in front of director Zach, choreographer Larry, and the rest of the group. However, Zach can
detect when they are going into “performance mode,” and he continuously
forces them to reorient themselves toward a more truthful reflection on and
representation of their life stories.
Still, Zach’s forcefulness is a problematic element of his character. For all
his insights into the benefits of personal narratives, Zach is a dispassionate
and dictatorial teacher. He does not allow the dancers to question his way of
doing things; he rarely displays any emotion when reacting to their stories,
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thus coming across as aloof; and he does not participate in the confessional
narratives. The only reason we learn anything about Zach is that he has a past
connection with Cassie, one of the most notable characters. Zach knows he
does not have to be vulnerable because, as the director, he holds the power.
Holtcamp is critical of Zach and ultimately sees a sinister agenda behind
his experiment with personal narratives: “The sadness comes when one
considers [the dancers’] impersonal, replaceable position in that line [and
understands] that the emotionally flaying audition process they went through
is primarily useful so that Zach can know the best way to manipulate them
to conform to an exact, external standard” (85). Though personal narratives
are meant to be an inclusive tool to help counteract industrial standardization, Holtcamp claims that “Taylor—the proponent of the singular, ultimate
method for anything—would likely have loved ‘One’ with its established
hierarchy, unitary focus, and dogmatically correct way of dancing” (85).
Zach’s aloofness is also problematic given that many of the personal
narratives in A Chorus Line deal with difficult—perhaps even traumatic—
experiences. One of the benefits of using personal narratives as learning tools
is that whether students choose to write on traumatic or positive experiences,
their reflection on and writing about life experiences can be therapeutic (Friedman). Still, to achieve these therapeutic results, students need guidance and
mentorship. Moreover, as bell hooks astutely observes, “Professors who expect
students to share confessional narratives but who are themselves unwilling to
share are exercising power in a manner that could be coercive” (21).
Some educators administer surveys in class to prevent a sense of surveillance or coercion, checking in with students to make sure they are comfortable
with the disclosure that often accompanies personal narratives. Friedman
gives students a choice about whether to share their personal narrative with
the entire class; she also builds toward the larger personal narrative assignments with private journal entries so that students can receive feedback and
take time to reflect on which journal entries they want to expand into fulllength papers to share with the rest of the class. Honors instructors should
consider these and other precautions given the valued closeness of our honors communities and, in turn, the shared vulnerabilities (“About NCHC”).

conclusion
A Chorus Line is a rebellious musical that offers honors educators a
unique lens on the pedagogical benefits of integrating personal narratives
into the classroom. My 2014 ruminations over the uniformity, yet diversity,
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of West Point cadets convinced me that each of our students holds a unique
place “on the line.” Moreover, Killinger and I contend that college instructors, especially those of us in honors, would do well to note the ways that
students’ personal narratives can subvert standardization and, in turn, foster
more inclusive, meaningful, intellectual engagement for our students. Wary
of the residual, narrowing effects of Taylorist principles that still shape higher
education today, we recommend adopting strategies for, and theoretical arguments in support of, incorporating students’ personal narratives into the
honors classroom, bolstering our fundamental honors commitment to diversity, to deep learning, and to “One” another.
Public release number PA#: USAFA-DF-2020-287
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and discourse involving thematic elements of academic life in popular culture. An
interdisciplinary approach to race, class, the professoriate, Greek life, and foreign
experience is espoused. Through a lens of critical social theory, students deconstruct
misinformed “stories most often told” to reconstruct more cogent understandings
of college life and student experience. With a curriculum designed to advance social
justice through equitizing education and amending cultural perceptions, this colloquium helps develop self-motivated, self-regulated, and engaged learners.
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E

verybody loves a good story, especially one that brings in college life and
the crazy experiences students go through to graduate. Higher education has always made its way into popular culture, impressing upon young
viewers popularized conceptions of the college experience. Popular culture
has become “increasingly the central place where various memories, myths,
histories, traditions, and practices circulate” (Gray, 1995, p. 4). According
to Shoemaker and Reese (1991), “the fact that some [messages] are officially labeled ‘entertainment’ does not make them any less potent as cultural
forces” (pp. 26–27), and these messages establish the “story most often told”
(Dugan, 2017, p. 59) of the real college experience. College expectations and
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attitudes evolve among consumers, particularly students thinking about or
entering higher education (Tobolowsky, 2001; University of Redlands, 2014,
as cited in Reynolds, 2014). Among the many outlooks on the college experience, media ignore the rigor and investment of time, energy, and human
capital invested in students’ academic work, especially the intellectual work
of an honors education (Achterberg, 2005).
During the COVID-19 global pandemic, honors students at the University of Akron enrolled in the fall 2020 colloquium Exploring Higher
Education through Popular Culture, facilitated through discussion-based
exploration of media portrayals of the college experience and the “story most
often told” to potential and currently enrolled college students. In other
words, the themes about higher education promoted by accessible and ondemand media became the bases of constructive conversation. Artifacts of
popular culture exhibit norms, values, and messages absorbed by viewers that
lead to their misconceptions of higher education (Reynolds, 2014). Disruption of this inherently passive acceptance of media portrayals of the college
environment and its stakeholders (e.g., students, professors, administrators,
alumni, parents) requires a deconstruction of fiction and re-education led by
higher education professionals (Reynolds, 2014) and by students who are
part of the misconstrued narrative.

taking a critical approach to
interdisciplinary teaching
Honors colloquia at the University of Akron are interdisciplinary seminars focused on challenging honors students to participate in stimulating,
intellectual traditions outside the students’ academic discipline (University
of Akron, 2020; Szasz, 2017). An interdisciplinary approach to an honors student’s learning affords the opportunity to think critically about conflicting
information (Repko et al., 2011) and reconstruct a different meaning of the
conveyed message through different disciplinary lenses, thus disrupting the
popularized “story most often told.” My colloquium included college student
identity development, critical social theory, media studies, academic administration and student affairs research, and history (generational studies).
These disciplines drove the selection of media with which students interacted
as they self-reflected on topics such as race, class, and gender identities (Guy,
2007). As a result, students identified societal structures, inequities in higher
education, and the internal and external forces that change attitudes, thoughts,
and behaviors toward images of individuals, communities, and organizations.
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Echoing the article by Klos et al. (2015), which emphasizes the importance of preparing honors students “to use their vaunted critical-thinking
skills to understand the world and its complexities” (p. 54), the learning outcomes of the course focused on (a) analysis and evaluation of representations
of higher education in popular culture through a spectrum of media (e.g.,
songs, TV shows, movies, memes, comics); (b) appraisal of the influence
(or lack thereof) of popular culture media on the college experience; and
(c) translation of dominant and sociocultural values associated with higher
education (as noted in the course syllabus). To challenge and support the
course’s honors students in the consumer-based and critical perspectives of
films, TV shows, and print forms of media, the weekly themes evoked analytical discourse guided by interdisciplinary teaching and the tenets of critical
social theory.
Critical social theory (CST) is a multidisciplinary framework that
engages students in discourse that “broadens students’ horizons of possibility, expands their sense of a larger humanity, and liberates them from the
confines of their common sense” (Leonardo, 2004, p. 11). The central tenets
of CST described by Dugan (2017, pp. 32–33) are the following:
• truth is inherently biased, whether the individual is aware of it or not,
and operates from a set of assumptions about the world;
• structural inequality becomes operationalized by larger social institutions and systems (e.g., culture);
• raising one’s consciousness requires challenging taken-for-granted
assumptions;
• students need a sense of agency to control their own lives and relinquish oppressive attitudes and behaviors; and
• social change is advanced through reconstructed taken-for-granted
assumptions.
Within the central tenets of CST, three topics of concern emerge:
• stocks of knowledge, i.e., assumptions that are present within all members of society and that must be adapted when encountering new
information (Schütz & Luckmann, 1989);
• ideology and hegemony, referring to the collective dominant beliefs
about social order—and what is good, right, or natural—that promote
inequitable social systems (Brookfield, 2005); and
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• social location, affecting how individuals make sense of their intersecting social identities, knowledge, and power (Levinson, 2011).
Within the context of mass communication, Storey (2012) has framed
six definitions of popular culture, three of which align with the underlying
tenets of CST: (a) culture as designed and disseminated by everyday people’s
likes and experiences; (b) a site to apply Gramsci’s political notions of hegemonic negotiation between those with power and those without; and (c) a
postmodern perspective that views the world as complex and chaotic while
“stress[ing] the importance of questioning anything framed as truth because
objectivity and universality are impossibilities” (Dugan, 2017, p. 7). Movies,
TV shows, comic books, memes, and other popular media influence how
people construct their “common sense” (Gramsci, 1971), perspective, and
reality based upon their sensemaking and level of adaptation to fictional or
dramatized stories/scenes.
Through a critical pedagogical approach, the CST framework affords
honors students the opportunity to surpass the minimum requirement of
demonstrating a strong academic focus (Long & Lange, 2002) and to become
challenged to “deeply engage ideas and content so that both their analytical abilities and core beliefs and values are transformed” (Folds-Bennett &
Twomey, 2013, p. 85).

course curriculum:
themes and realizations
Popular culture has recently emerged as a pedagogical lens through which
adult education occurs in the United States (Morgan et al., 2010; Tisdell &
Thompson, 2007a, 2007b). Students can watch and read cultural artifacts and
provide an opinion about what they just observed. At the same time, connection to scholarly work that critically evaluates common themes in the college
experience deconstructs honors students’ stocks of knowledge derived from
media. Ultimately, a co-constructive evaluation of course themes to move
honors students toward social location displaces the miseducated ideologies
and hegemonic beliefs of students, professors, parents, donors, and other
common characters of the higher education landscape.
The students enrolled in this course were guided by live discussions,
reflective journals, online discussion posts, and focused supplemental
readings, adding to the viewing experience of various media. In the introductory discussions to the course, students assumed the identity of scholarly
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researchers by developing a research project that aligned with an area of interest in their college experience. To springboard these independent research
projects and the media of the course, Reynolds’s (2014) “Representing ‘U’:
Popular Culture, Media, and Higher Education” gave students the foundation
for understanding that popular culture, higher education, and college student
development are three separate though interrelated entities.
Initial Brainstorming about the College Experience
To begin the semester, I sparked conversation about the development
and influence of popular culture on society as we also explored the history of
colleges and universities and their different institutional types (e.g., community colleges, research universities, Ivy League). For an initial cultural artifact,
a movie embodying multiple facets of higher education and college student
development reminded students of their high-school-to-college transition as
well as current college experiences. The quintessential college film has always
been John Landis’s (1978) blockbuster National Lampoon’s Animal House,
showcasing Greek life and the overall impression that college social life always
trumps academic engagement, putting academic performance on the periphery of college student development; this movie thus focuses heavily on the
popularized character stereotypes among university community members,
e.g., students and professors (Reynolds, 2014). To better introduce what constitutes the college student environment and experiences, I chose Steve Pink’s
(2006) film Accepted as relevant, relatable, and exploratory, allowing honors
students to address and discuss such topics as helicopter parents, admissions
requirements, the intricacies of curriculum, and the faculty and facilities
needed for accreditation. As part of the course, students’ understanding of
academic and student affairs shaped the real versus the fictional, translating
elements of one film into what they need to know or clarify to engage in a
semester-long discussion of relevant topics.
Images and Marketing of the College Experience
The first quarter of the course challenged students to analyze images and
marketing of higher education. To best connect with students’ repertoire of
previously viewed media, we discussed the initial images of two TV series
pilot episodes: Community (Foster et al., 2009–2015) and How to Get Away
with Murder (Rhimes et al., 2014–2020) The overdramatized journey in
Community presents a small community of nontraditional misfits trying to
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navigate college socialization; its focus on romance between and outside of a
close-knit group of friends and on the easiness of a community college education frames students’ misconceptions of community colleges. How to Get
Away with Murder places the same elements in the context of a law school
education, presenting professional and personal tribulations along with covering up the murder of the students’ law professor. Both TV series introduce
common stigmas associated with community college and professional education, portraying the former as lackadaisical and the latter as demanding. These
two series, as well as clips of admissions-based movies, parodies, and real-life
professional interviews, afforded students the opportunity to identify, interpret, and re-educate themselves and others about several dichotomies, e.g.,
community college versus Ivy League in terms of academic rigor and demographics; hard-working versus legacy admissions in terms of high school
academic performance, test scores, and family finances; and hands-off versus
hands-on administrators in the college student socialization process.
Within the realm of higher education marketing, students assumed the
identity of a consumer in relation to the University of Akron and other institutional types, examining mistrust, promises, values, and student images.
According to Proctor et al. (2002), “People often try to make sense of their
lives by seeing themselves as the characters in a story interacting with different environmental events” (p. 32). Part of this module concerned analyses
of TV and online commercials (Litten & Brodigan, 1982) of various institutions, including a decade of TV advertisements for the University of Akron,
other four-year institutions, community colleges, historically Black colleges
and universities (HBCUs), women’s colleges, tribal colleges, and for-profit
universities. One student observed that, among these institutional types,
Ivy League schools do not need commercials to gain enrollment thanks to
their heritage, reputation, and legacies. However, for-profit institutions are
motivated by the need to generate marginal revenue (Beaver, 2017) and are
driven by strategic marketing plans centered on “future opportunities” ( Joyce
et al., 2017, p. 327). Students noted that for-profit university commercials,
like the University of Phoenix’s (2016) More Than Brains commercial and
the Saturday Night Live (SNL, 2013) skit University of Westfield Online, target
non-traditional students who are underrepresented; diverse in race; full-time
workers; adult learners (twenty-five years old or higher); single mothers;
downsized workers; and veterans (Center for Analysis of Postsecondary Education and Employment [CAPSEE], 2018; Cottom, 2017; Hodgman, 2018).
Students quickly connected higher education marketing and the consumer’s
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gaze to tuition affordability, accessibility, and institutional mission among
for-profit universities versus all other institutional types of colleges or universities. In brief presentations on the differences and similarities between
institutions (e.g., Fond du Lac Tribal & Community College and Western
Governors University; Lake Area Technical Institute and Walsh University;
College of Saint Mary and Gateway Community College), students proposed
ways to equitize or universalize access to institutions that provide a return on
investment and/or workforce training.
Portrayal of Professors
Reynolds’s (2014) “Representing ‘U’: Popular Culture, Media, and
Higher Education” excited my students with her critical approach to categorizing professors in popular culture through nonacademic, academic, and student
gazes (e.g., “The Loner,” “The Bookworm,” “The Villain,” and “The Lecherous”).
Additionally, Reynolds (2014) explored the evolving perception of White,
straight, male professors through alternative media narratives of professors
of Color, of the LGBTQ+ spectrum, and of women. An initial worthwhile
activity in the class was criticism of “cultural information that passes along
from person to person, yet gradually scales into a shared social phenomenon”
(Shifman, 2013, pp. 364–65). Students analyzed professor memes, derived
from a simple Google Images search, that communicated a predominant representation of White, older men and of common struggles students face in
their learning. The use of memes related to Generation Z honors students
have created, connected with, or scrolled past memes on various social media
platforms (Mendez-Reguera & Lopez Cabrera, 2020). For instance, in the
Saturday Night Live (2017) skit with the infamous, heartbreaking slacker Chad
and a teaching assistant (played by Benedict Cumberbatch), first impressions
lead the viewer to think the professor is making an intimate gesture to a student. This adventure into the periphery of an LGBTQ+ instructor’s life and
professional struggles established a platform on which students could develop
advice on the steps to take when normalized sexual harassment occurs.
Following these activities, a combination of comic strips and virtual
movie-going exposed some comedic, raw, and provocative portrayals of
White, straight, male professors in media. The comic strip Piled Higher Deeper
(PhD) satirizes the master-like power of professors over graduate students
(Kelly, 2009). The students next focused their critical analysis on Wayne
Roberts’s (2018) The Professor, featuring a literature teacher diagnosed
with terminal cancer who embodies common stereotypes of professors: a
151

Faidley

tweed-wearing, pseudo-rock male, embroiled in marital squabbles, with trash
attitudes toward proper teaching etiquette, and fraternizing with students for
sex and drugs. Colloquium students quickly dissected the film in terms of previous scholarly and media content of the semester, seeing it as a product of
the student gaze romanticizing and villainizing professors, overlooking their
vices and victories.
The College Student Experience
Shifting the focus from teaching to learning, we began a deeper analysis—through song, comics, and skits—of student typologies such as “The
Activist,” “The Greek,” “The Pathless,” and “The Braniac.” Kanye West’s
(2004) album The College Dropout is an approach in rap to his personal struggles, including portrayal of his college experience in “School Spirit” through
a gangster persona. Students interpreted the multiple images Kanye created
of stigmas related to Greek life as well as student retention and career aspirations. Most of the students had never heard this song before, but discussion of
the message consumers received from Kanye’s lyrics reiterated former themes
about student and parent expectations of college life. To counter these
images, the College Humor (2018) skit If College Movies Were Honest comedically addressed similar issues by showcasing the importance of studying,
student responsibility, and romantic relationships. Students then engaged in
discussions about student development and conduct as portrayed in TV and
YouTube parodies of college residents and resident assistants (RAs). Lastly,
we gravitated toward a variety of comic strips like Hodge’s (2014) Candi comics about college roommates transitioning into and through adulthood and
college. This week served as a time for honors students to (dis)associate their
own experiences thus far in higher education to audio-visual media. During
virtual and in-class discussions, students deconstructed what they witnessed
in the media and reframed student struggles with suggested remedies to academic, social, mental, and emotional development.
College Athletics
A common storyline in popular culture today is the presence and influence
of college sports. Sociocultural movements and events in American history
such as the Great Depression and World War II have driven the production
of college athletic films. Football is the sport most often portrayed, exhibiting the physical fitness and prowess of its players and a sense of building a
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large community of diverse, multigendered fans, but at the same time college
student-athletes have become the butt of jokes about the intellectual limits
of players working toward the “American Athletic Dream” (Miller, 2010). In
tandem with Miller’s historical analysis of cinematic college football, honors
students connected history and contemporary stigmas of college student-athletes to Coraci’s (1998) fictional football film The Waterboy and the American
documentary Netflix series Last Chance U (Labracio et al., 2016–2020). In
discussing Miller’s (2010) article, students elaborated on interventions by
coaches, advisors, and faculty to work with rather than against the academic
performance of college student-athletes.
Last Chance U portrays elite athletes with difficult pasts who resort to
community colleges as part of the National Junior College Athletic Association (NJCAA) while trying to return to universities supported by the
National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) and become professional
football players. Having taught over the last five years with at least one college student-athlete each semester, I was able to bring some feedback and
insight on what faculty and athletic departments provide to their students
to ensure high performance on and off the field, including tutoring, career
advising, and academic clustering practices. I posed the question, “Why do
you think students can major in individual instruments but cannot do so for
individual sports?” An excellent discussion took place about curricular versus co-curricular development and what constitutes a varsity sport. With a
new age of video games, eSports have become a scholarship-worthy venue
for student-athletes, and other competitive areas became part of the conversation, particularly forensics, as varsity-like sport, as represented in Kavana
Dornbusch’s (2006) film Love & Debate.
Greek Life, Gender, and Sexuality
Of all the college experiences displayed in popular media, Greek life—
now referred to by higher education professionals as Fraternity and Sorority
Life (FSL)—is most commonly linked to parties, sex, drugs, poor academic
performance, and initiation rituals. I remember a risk-management presentation I led for fraternity and sorority members at the University of Akron in
2019 on how to overcome the Greek stigma in job applications and interviews. With this presentation in mind, I centered this part of the course on
a documentary about secret societies in fraternities and sororities, elaborating on the recruitment process, behind-the-scenes rituals, and values of
society members. Honors students found relationships between this highly
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detailed inside look at FSL and three cultural media artifacts: “Fraternity”
from the Indie band Foo Fighters’ (1999) album There is Nothing Left to
Lose; Stoller’s (2014) fraternity film Neighbors, featuring Zac Efron and Seth
Rogen; and the satirical slasher series Scream Queens by Brennan et al. (2015–
2016). Students identified complete and partial truths in the Foo Fighters
song, which then led into a content analysis of Neighbors. Supplemented by
Franich’s (2014) article “How to Make the Ultimate Greek Movie,” students
approached the setting, characters, and conveyed college experience through
a critical lens, deconstructing major stereotypes, relationships, and levels of
power and influence in the film, identifying consumers’ perception of antiintellectualism, the need to perform well academically, career aspirations, and
hypertoxic masculinity (Reynolds, 2014). Scream Queens allowed students a
contemporary look into common consumer views of sororities as exclusive,
predominately White, privileged, and academically successful. The TV series
attempts to disrupt these stereotypes by promoting the inclusive recruitment
of women who are part of the LGBTQ+, Black, disabled, and “unpopular”
communities. During the discussion, students realized that non-homogeneous populations were tokenized, particularly the characters of color who,
as one student remarked, are now eligible to play as a “final girl” at the end of
a slasher/horror storyline.
Gender and sexuality continue to go hand in hand with popular culture
perceptions of higher education—for instance, Legally Blonde (2001) or The
House Bunny (2008)—ranging from male and female identity development,
rape culture, insider/outsider positionality, and transgressions of societal
norms. Wolodarsky’s (2002) film Sorority Boys tells a story of three fraternity boys who disguise themselves as women after having been kicked out
of their fraternity due to a false claim that they stole their fraternity’s money.
Throughout the film, my honors students critiqued how the male characters’
chauvinistic ways had changed after experiencing the objectification and sexualization of their undercover personalities. Other themes emerged such as
lesbian identity development, feminist professors, and the shift from hegemonic, hypermasculinity to alternative masculinities.
Continuing with gender roles and societal expectations, Newell’s (2003)
1950s-based film Mona Lisa Smile about an all-women’s school (Wellesley College) educated my students on the history of single-sex education.
This film was produced in the twenty-first century but focused on the role
and social standing of women after World War II (Gogberashvili, 2014).
Through a critical feminist lens, students discussed whether the values and
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social norms about the role, rights, and power of educated women were the
same nearly seventy years later. Lastly, a clip from The Simpsons (Brooks et
al., 1989–present) attempts to portray sensitive and politically correct students at Yale University, where the devious and wealthy proprietor of the
Springfield Nuclear Power Plant wishes to endow a Department of Nuclear
Plant Management at his alma mater. The clip demonstrates a generational
difference in social values and in our cultural understanding of the evolution
of gender and sexual identity in the context of cisgender normativity and
microaggressions. Students deconstructed the scene by imagining inclusive
student-administration cooperation that welcomes and neither trivializes nor
offends community members.
Race and Class
Inequities in education, sense of belonging, and opportunity persist
among marginalized student populations. In terms of race, students became
educated on the history, mission, and community of HBCUs through Parrott-Sheffer’s (2008) chapter titled “Not a Laughing Matter: The Portrayals
of Black Colleges on Television.” In concert with this informational reading,
students connected Black student identity development and HBCU values
to a short investigative story about being a White student at an HBCU as
well as the comedy-drama Netflix series Dear White People (Simien et al.,
2017–present), placed at a predominantly White institution (PWI). Honors
students identified elements of Black community, traditions, and values of
the campus communities in both contexts, identifying student and academic
affairs interventions suitable to train and advocate for overcoming implicit
bias, rejecting microaggressive behaviors, and integrating a pluralistic education for all student learning. These recommendations paralleled the themes
students identified on the topic of social class, based on a character analysis
of first-generation, low-socioeconomic, brilliant college-goer Lip Gallagher
from Shameless (Wells et al., 2011–present). Through a recently published
book chapter by Liz Piatt and N. J. Akbar (2020), students recognized campus services such as Student Support Services (SSS), Upward Bound (UB),
and the Ronald E. McNair Post-Baccalaureate Achievement Program (a.k.a.
McNair Scholars Program) that assist students who historically may not persist to graduation. During our conversation about social class, college student
mental health and the concept of the imposter syndrome emerged as two relevant and essential topics of discussion.
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International Higher Education
During the nineteenth century, American colleges and universities
began to be influenced by ideas emanating from German higher education,
primarily relating to the faculty responsibilities of research and teaching
(Boyer, 1990). The fact that countries adapt their educational policies from
other nations leads to the question of what similarities and differences exist
between curricula, graduation planning, career development, accreditation
(quality assurance), and college life. For this part of our course, honors students gave presentations on an assigned country, researching the structure
and expectations of its higher education. The students approached their presentation through a comparative lens, suggesting what does and does not
work well in that country compared to the United States. European and Oceanic countries held the most appeal to students for ease of degree completion
and a rich, adventurous cultural experience. Other continents were praised
for their higher education system structures and academic rigor. Overall, students found this research and short presentation useful in realizing that there
is always room for enhancements in American higher education that promise
easier credit transfers, intercultural competencies, and a practical education.
To open students to a new foreign film, we explored first-year medical students in France in the French film Première Année (Lilti, 2018), or
The Freshmen in English. With my background and professional experience
in French language and culture, specifically French higher education, I was
able to explain the overarching values of a French education and preparation for a medical specialty by completing the highly competitive concours to
become a doctor, pharmacist, midwife, or dentist. My dissertation research
draws from medical student specialty choice, which prepared my students
to better understand what it means for a medical student to determine their
professional track. Although students had to “read the movie” with subtitles,
a critical analysis of educational policy (e.g., ranking by objective testing) and
career guidance to French youth on becoming a professional in France led to
an analysis of federal funding, graduate education admissions requirements,
and university services focused on preparing students as paraprofessionals
before formally entering their graduate or professional programs.
Individual Research Projects
For the Exploring Higher Education through Popular Culture honors
colloquium, students were tasked with determining a research topic of interest that they would conduct over the semester and with creating a formal
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research paper (4–6 pages) and live presentation (8–10 minutes). Students
reviewed and analyzed cultural artifacts and scholarly research to address a
research question they created toward the beginning of the semester. Through
guided conversations in class and through online discussion boards, students
shared their research over a variety of topics, such as the following:
• the portrayal of mental health among college students;
• the isolation of students in higher education;
• the underrepresentation of sorority girls and their survival;
• the representation of anti-intellectualism in higher education;
• the portrayal of mathematicians in popular culture;
• an analysis of science education in film; and
• the effects of parental pressure on students as shown in the media.

final thoughts
Honors programs aim to challenge students “to become self-motivated,
self-regulating engaged thinkers” (Edman, 2002, p. 103) in a pluralistic society. Our honors students will continue to move on and up with knowledge,
power, and influence that affects the development of their family, peers, and
society. In my course, I prepared students to approach their work and interactions with people, media, and ideas by challenging them to rewrite the
“story most often told” and to properly set the stage for themselves and others to advance social change. Through an interdisciplinary approach, ongoing
reflection and critical analysis of higher education as presented in popular
culture challenged my honors students to disrupt popularized miseducation
and supply a reeducating alternative. A self-assigned research topic on a common issue relevant to the student is a small start to discovering a return on
investment in research and life-career planning. As I continue to teach this
course, I will, like my students, adapt to their interests, to current events, and
to contemporary media so we may all learn together about how to optimize
our time and experiences in college life.
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H

onors programs are ripe for interdisciplinary approaches (Klein 1999;
Letterman and Dugan 2004). At Butler University, the honors program’s
mission statement includes striving “to engage students in interdisciplinary academics to develop their innate sense of curiosity and empower them
to expand their intellectual endeavors beyond the classroom by engaging in
discussion, conversation, and research” (2019). While team-taught techniques are well suited to this mission (Letterman and Dugan, 2004), only one
course—a study abroad experience in Germany—had been team-taught in
the three academic years prior to the course on the musical Hamilton.
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The goal for seminars in Butler’s honors program is to examine a great
work, thinker, or artist from various angles. Alexander Hamilton presents
an ideal for this sort of charge. The “ten dollar Founding Father” has experienced a popular renaissance due to Ron Chernow’s 2005 biography, a New
York Times best seller, and Lin-Manuel Miranda’s Broadway musical adaptation, which won a record eleven Tony Awards. In fall 2017 and spring 2020,
we offered the course Alexander Hamilton: An American Revolutionary that
fused our academic backgrounds and training in musical theory ( Jones) and
political science (Shufeldt).
A contextual background and broad overview of the course lay the
groundwork for specific examples of the pedagogical approaches we took to
teaching Hamilton to students with a broad range of disciplinary backgrounds
and to the revisions of the course we made between our initial fall 2017 offering and second offering in the spring of 2020. To conclude, we discuss the
reception and lessons learned from offering the course as well as general recommendations for future interdisciplinary collaboration.

approaching a team-taught course
The University Honors Program at Butler University admits approximately ten percent of a given incoming class. The program stresses the
importance of interdisciplinary and experiential learning, and it caps class
enrollment at sixteen to inspire more student involvement in the classroom.
Students must pass four designated honors courses and a thesis to complete
the program; these include a two-course sequence of first-year seminars, a
200-level seminar, and 300-level colloquia.
Alexander Hamilton: An American Revolutionary, a 200-level seminar,
explores the life and times of Hamilton through cultural, historical, political,
and musical perspectives. Our backgrounds in political science and music
theory provide complementary areas of expertise to an interdisciplinary
approach. Neither instructor had previously team-taught a course, so the
course was a learning experience, albeit a welcome one, for us as well as for
the students. We had known each other for less than a year when we designed
the course, so our initial experience was challenging. Revising the course after
teaching together once and building a relationship over three years was significantly easier.
Courses team-taught by instructors who have expertise in different disciplines enhance the interdisciplinarity of a course and the quality of the
student experience by presenting a variety of perspectives and influences in
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each session (Anderson and Speck, 1998; Wentworth and Davis, 2002; Wadkins, Miller, and Wozniak, 2006). As we prepared our course, we reviewed
relevant works to help us familiarize ourselves with team-teaching. In several preparatory discussions, we discovered that while we trained in different
disciplines, we shared the common traits of reliability, flexibility, patience,
student-centeredness, and a willingness to take chances. Perhaps most importantly, we both demonstrated a willingness to learn from and listen to each
other (Wentworth and Davis, 2002). Bolstered by the newfound confidence
that we were likely to mesh in the classroom, we continued our investigation
into the difficulties and opportunities presented by team teaching.
One of the lessons we quickly learned is that pre-planning the course
is critical for team-taught classes (Leavitt, 2006). In the months before the

Table 1.	Pre-Semester Student Survey Results
Familiarity with Alexander Hamilton
(0–10 scale)
Previously read Alexander Hamilton by
Ron Chernow
(dichotomous variable)
Familiarity with Hamilton:
An American Musical
(0–10 scale)
Previously seen Hamilton:
An American Musical
(dichotomous variable)
Previously listened to the
Hamilton Mixtape
(dichotomous variable)
Previously seen the PBS Documentary
Hamilton’s America
(dichotomous variable)
Previously read Hamilton:
The Revolution
(dichotomous variable)
Previous Music Background
(dichotomous variable)

2017
(N = 15)
4.79
(0.73)

2020
(N = 17)
6.00
(0.42)

Difference
(2020 vs 2017)
1.21
(0.81)

0.00
(0.00)

0.00
(0.00)

0.00
(0.00)

6.53
(0.84)

7.11
(0.65)

0.58
(1.05)

0.13
(0.09)

0.59
(0.12)

0.45
(0.16)

0.60
(0.13)

0.71
(0.11)

0.11
(0.17)

0.13
(0.06)

0.06
(0.06)

-0.07
(0.11)

0.00
(0.00)

0.12
(0.08)

0.12
(0.09)

0.47
(0.13)

0.59
(0.12)

0.12
(0.18)

Note: Cells include mean score with standard error in parentheses.
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semester began, we sent a course pre-survey to gauge the students’ prior
musical background as well as their knowledge of Hamilton. Results varied
widely in both regards (see Table 1).
Our pre-course survey revealed differences in student experiences
between sections. While students in each semester were more familiar with
the musical than the man, students taking the class in spring 2020 were more
familiar with both Hamilton and the musical. The fall 2017 offering of the
course was eleven months after the Chicago residency began and six months
after the first U.S. tour. As a result, only 13% saw the musical prior to the class
compared to an impressive 59% of students who took the course more than
two years later. In neither semester, however, had students read the biography
by Ron Chernow that was adapted for the musical. The results verified for us
the importance of the music as a vehicle and motivation to learn more about
the history, and it furthered our resolve to intertwine the teaching of history,
politics, and music throughout the semester.
A key part of our preparation was ensuring that the class reflected an
interdisciplinary approach rather than just a multi-disciplinary perspective
(Wentworth and Davis, 2002; Minnis and John-Steiner, 2005). The musical
Hamilton allowed us to engage not just a work of art but a piece of political
history (Bell, 2019). Consequently, our goal during course preparation was
not to have musical days and political days but to be equal partners in the
preparation, delivery, and evaluation of the course. We each engaged beyond
our disciplinary expertise and methodological training to pursue the following Student Learning Objectives:
1.	 Identify cultural, artistic, and musical influences and consequences of
Hamilton.
2.	 Compare and contrast the accuracy of the musical with the historical
record.
3.	 Consider and reflect upon the cultural significance of the life of Alexander Hamilton and the musical Hamilton with a critical eye toward
social and demographic identities.
4.	 Read and assess primary texts, ideas, and theories as part of political
analysis and critical engagement of Hamilton.
5.	 Evaluate competing arguments about the nature of democratic governments, the role of the state, specific policies, and other contemporary
political issues.
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6.	 Apply concepts and draw parallels between Hamilton and contemporary political discourse.
7.	 Demonstrate improved communication skills by participating in class
discussion and engaging in formal debate.
8.	 Demonstrate improved writing by synthesizing and incorporating
major themes from Hamilton through in-class writing exercises and
formal assignments.
9.	 Engage in respectful discussions about controversial issues with individuals who disagree with them and analyze multiple perspectives on
political issues.
We adopted pedagogical approaches to meet these learning objectives.

teaching the musical to non-musicians
Experiencing the Musical
One challenge of the class was to engage the students intellectually
with the musical even though none of the students in the course were music
majors. In 2017, students enrolled in the class were from five different academic colleges, and most had no prior musical experience whatsoever. In
2020, enrolled students represented four of the six different academic colleges
and were more familiar with the musical, but still none were music students.
The 2017 section featured a trip to Chicago to witness a performance
of Hamilton in late September. The honors program purchased tickets for
the students and instructors, and the challenge of procuring eighteen seats
together for a popular show forced us to attend the musical on September
16, only three weeks into the semester. Because of this practical reality, the
first unit focused disproportionately on the musical. The libretto for Hamilton
largely adapts Ron Chernow’s biography, the primary text for the course, so
focusing heavily on the musical in the first few weeks helped students develop
an equal footing with the history, yielding benefits for the in-depth political
and historical explorations that followed. Students had listening assignments
for each class leading up to the road trip, and everyone had listened to the
complete soundtrack before departing for Chicago, with in-class discussions
about the music occurring in each class meeting.
The 2020 iteration of the course was quite different. Hamilton concluded
a two-year Chicago run before the spring semester began. One of two touring
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companies visited Indianapolis, where Butler University is located, for a twoweek stint prior to the beginning of the semester. As a result, many students
were familiar with and able to see the musical before the semester began, but
students were not able to see the musical itself as part of the class experience.
The section did offer a local performance with Leslie Odom, Jr., (the Tonyaward-winning actor who originated the role of Aaron Burr in the original
Broadway cast) and the Indianapolis Symphony Orchestra. The Butler University Honors Program purchased tickets for interested students, but the
event was an extra-credit opportunity and not formally incorporated into the
course curriculum.
The experience of exploring the musical was quite different in the two
courses. Strangely, we feel we were able to do a more thorough job in 2020,
when we did not attend the show as a class. In 2017, being able to attend
the musical as a class obviously enhanced the students’ appreciation for the
work as they were able to witness the choreography and staging firsthand.
Although we had covered some of the analytical references to key songs in
the work before attending the show, we found that their intrinsic motivation
to learn more about the music was even greater after seeing the show. Unfortunately, the front-loaded curriculum for the music made for a more rushed
experience with the significant historical study that followed. Students had
longer readings for each session, and we were not able to delve into some of
the historical and political topics as deeply as we would have liked. Although
we had intended to go back and revisit most of the songs in the musical from
an analytical perspective, the compressed nature of the political/historical
content often prohibited us from doing so.
In 2020, we were not able to attend the musical as a group, but 59% of
the students had previously seen it. A small number of students frequently
expressed anxiety that they had not seen the performance and felt that they
did not fully understand the musical by listening alone even though we made
several efforts to persuade them to the contrary. Nevertheless, the analytical
pedagogy was better paced and more complete. Without the external pressure of preparing students to see the show just a few weeks into the semester,
we were able to devote more class time to actively listening to the recording
over the full fifteen weeks. We delved more deeply into other sources such as
the Hamilton Mixtape, which includes some deleted material from the musical such as the striking “Cabinet Battle 3,” which argues for the abolition of
slavery; we also watched video recordings of Ham4Ham performances that
are freely available on the internet. We had much more time to intertwine our
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discussions of the relationship between Hamilton, history, politics, and society, and we found many of the students more engaged with the readings since
we were able to reduce the workload somewhat in 2020. Overall, we provided
students a structured study of the Hamilton recording without attending the
performance and felt that it was perhaps more thorough than in 2017, allowing us not to have music days and political days.
The Pedagogical Approach of Teaching the Musical to
Non-Musicians
The musical presents key elements of the history in a manner that is
accessible and entertaining to students. Hamilton has a special appeal to many
undergraduate students due to its inclusion of hip-hop and rap along with
memorable historical characters. The pedagogical challenge was to develop
a means to teach non-musicians how to engage musical elements beyond the
text itself. We explored the music in four ways throughout the semester:
1.	 The Libretto: We explored the text from the perspective of both the
historical content and rhyme scheme. Lin-Manuel Miranda’s libretto
features numerous internal rhymes as well as the assonance and consonance common in the popular rap and hip-hop genres. Students of
all backgrounds appreciated the poetic construction of the libretto
through our in-class discussions. (See Eastwood and Hinton for a
detailed analysis of Miranda’s rhyme scheme.)
2.	 Easter Eggs: Miranda pays homage to hip-hop and rap influences with
subtle, hidden references throughout the musical, commonly referred
to as Easter eggs. Exploring these references—ranging from Grandmaster Flash, The Notorious B.I.G., Beyoncé, and the Beatles as well as
popular musicals—gave students a greater appreciation of the hidden
humor and allusion in the music and thus an awareness of its influences and cultural significance.
3.	 Race-Conscious Casting: One often-discussed element of the musical
is its race-conscious casting. We assigned supplementary readings discussing the pros and cons of this practice and discussed them prior
to attending the performance (Reed, 2015; Monteiro, 2016; GordonReed, 2016). Throughout the semester, we discussed the important
contributions to early American society made by immigrants and African Americans.
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4.	 How to Listen: Students learned to hear and appreciate musical techniques that occur throughout Hamilton. We discussed recurring leitmotifs, themes that appear throughout the musical to highlight individual
characters and ideas, such as ambition and the work ethic in “My Shot,”
as well as the nineteenth-century operatic source of the use of leitmotifs. We introduced musical techniques, such as the fugue in “Stay Alive,”
along with some historical examples of these techniques. Finally, we
discussed text-setting choices, such as using the harpsichord during the
music of King George III to portray him as old-fashioned in contrast to
the fast-paced rap of the plucky Americans.
Through this study, the students became engaged listeners, and in subsequent
feedback many expressed that the course opened for them a completely new
world of how to listen to music.

teaching history and political science
to non-majors
The Pedagogical Approach of Using Hamilton to Teach
History and Political Science
We had the pedagogical challenge of developing a means to teach nonhistory and non-political science students how to engage the historical and
political elements beyond the musical. Of the sixteen students enrolled in
the 2017 course, only two were history or political science majors or minors,
so the majority of students had little classroom exposure to basic tenets of
U.S. government beyond a high school civics course. We experienced a different type of challenge during the 2020 section, in which seven of the sixteen
students were history or political science majors or minors. Each semester
we had to balance the tension between those more and less familiar with
the relevant political history. We explored the musical Hamilton in five ways
throughout the semester:
1.	 Primary Texts: The biography by Chernow is an exemplary work of
political history, but to provide students with a fuller account of many
key historical and political events, we supplemented this book with
multiple primary source documents. For example, we included materials about (a) the American Revolution, (b) the country’s founding,
which is largely covered in a single song “Non-Stop,” and (c) the
denouement of Hamilton’s political career. Specific primary source
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documents included Samuel Seabury’s “Free Thoughts on the Proceedings of the Continental Congress” and Hamilton’s response in
“The Farmer Refuted,” the U.S. Constitution, Federalist Papers #10
and #51, Washington’s Farewell Address, and the Reynolds Pamphlet.
Going to the source documents allowed students to have a better
understanding of which parts of Hamilton were historically accurate
and which were changed for narrative convenience or other reasons.
2.	 Historical Narratives: One key question we emphasized was who gets
to write history, as echoed in the closing song of the musical, “Who
Lives, Who Dies, Who Tells Your Story.” After viewing the musical, we returned to debates about race-conscious casting, how the
musical neglects to share stories of any African American characters or perspectives, and how the topic of slavery is engaged (Reed,
2015; Monteiro, 2016; Gordon-Reed, 2016). Likewise, we discussed
whether Hamilton represented a feminist perspective in its treatment
of women or failed to pass the Bechdel Test, a simple way to assess
gender equity by having at least two named female characters who talk
to each other about something aside from men (McMaster, 2016). If
history represents the perspective of white cisgender straight males,
we asked students to consider how Hamilton perpetuates and deviates
from that norm.
3.	 Political Themes: Many of the political issues and components central
to the story of Hamilton are timely today. For example, we engaged
Hamilton’s own personal history as an immigrant and later political
opinions critical of immigration as a way to engage President Trump’s
policies. Students discussed how perpetuating the American Dream,
the idea of “pulling yourself up by your bootstraps,” informs why the
American welfare system looks different from those in other advanced
industrial democracies. More generally, Hamilton’s life provided us a
lens to discuss diverse topics such as political sex scandals, negative
campaigning, and the role of a free press in a democratic society. Even
without the benefit of seeing the musical, the political reality of contemporary politics is likely to make this class relevant and timely for
the near future.
4.	 Current Events: We adapted our curriculum each time we offered the
course to address political unrest. In 2017, our course began weeks
after violent protests in Charlottesville at a white supremacist rally,
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providing a particularly timely relevance to discussions about how we
memorialize the past, including slave-owning Founding Fathers. During 2020, the House of Representatives impeached President Trump.
We assigned students readings from The Federalist Papers to provide
Hamilton’s take on impeachment. Students analyzed his writings to
analyze why both proponents tried to coopt Hamilton for their cause.
5.	 Political Debates: One of Hamilton’s biggest virtues and vices is the fact
that he wrote as though he was “running out of time,” staking out positions on the issues of the day to bring supporters closer to his cause
while alienating countless others. To echo Hamilton, we frequently
forced students to take sides. We tasked students with reading both the
2016 Republican and Democratic Party platforms to look for Hamilton’s influence. In 2017, our class discussions culminated in an in-class
debate where we assigned students to represent the positions of the
Federalists (Hamilton) versus the Democratic-Republicans ( Jefferson) or the modern-day positions of the Democrats and Republicans
across a range of issues including the appropriate size and role of federal government, arguably the fundamental debate that splintered
political parties then and now. In 2020, the move to online instruction
during the semester negated the feasibility of an in-class debate, but we
continued to play devil’s advocate and encourage students to engage
topics from multiple, competing viewpoints. Good interdisciplinary
teaching can help students learn to see topics from multiple perspectives and develop respect for opposing viewpoints (Wentworth and
Davis, 2002). To this end, when possible, we assigned students to
argue for political beliefs that were contrary to their personal ones. As
an example, we assigned a class member who belonged to the College Democrats to a leadership position for the Republican Party for
debate purposes. Subsequent feedback indicated that she learned from
the experience of our forcing her outside her comfort zone.

reflections and assignments
In 2017, two main assignments related to our trip to witness Hamilton.
First, we asked students to write a graded reflection on their experience of the
Hamilton field trip and how it differed from simply studying the soundtrack.
We required students to provide their general thoughts, feelings, and observations on the musical. Within that broad framework, students engaged specific
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concepts such as the crowd (especially the lack of racial diversity in the audience), the staging, the choreography, the music, and their most/least favorite
performances. Second, we asked them to write a substantive, formal review
in the style of the New York Times. Students were encouraged to read reviews
of other works that they liked to get a sense of how to write a professional
review. The review had a 1,250-word limit and had to take a critical perspective as its primary focus rather than a plot summary.
Each semester we offered the course, it included two major written
assignments emphasizing the historical and political themes of Hamilton.
First, we tasked students with discussing a key theme from Act I of Hamilton, which spans his humble origins on the island of Nevis in the Caribbean
to his appointment as Secretary of the Treasury in President Washington’s
administration. For the second writing assignment, we tasked students with
considering a key theme from Act II, spanning his role in Washington’s cabinet to his premature death at the hands of Vice President Aaron Burr. In both
assignments, students used Hamilton to engage some of the political debates
previously discussed such as slavery, the reality of the American Dream, immigration policy, the role of the federal government, and political polarization.
These major writing assignments provided an essential assessment tool to
evaluate the course’s interdisciplinarity. We assessed students’ ability to incorporate and integrate multiple course source materials. An exemplary paper
needed to incorporate Miranda’s musical and Chernow’s biography as well as
other assigned readings. To meet several of the course’s learning objectives,
we required students to engage a counterargument and consider opposing
views in support of their main arguments. In our opinion, students gained an
appreciation of Hamilton while engaging in a serious, critical inquiry related
to themes that cross the narrowly defined boundaries of any one academic
discipline (Romano, 2020).

student reception, future application, and
lessons learned
Overall, students positively received the first offering of the course. We
conducted an early-semester course evaluation where students provided
feedback after seeing the musical. Students most frequently commented on
(1) liking the connections we made between the musical and both contemporary music and current political events and (2) presenting the information
through a variety of sources, techniques, and perspectives. One student
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anonymously wrote, “You guys do a good job of providing context to the different concepts that I feel helps make what we are reading and what we saw in
the musical make more sense and be more impactful.”
The final course evaluations were similarly positive. Overall, the course
received a summary score of 4.5 on a 5-point scale on the IDEA evaluation,
combining student assessment of the course’s progress on relevant objectives,
the teachers, and the course overall. Qualitative feedback included comments
like “[I] learned so much not only about history but current events/modern
politics as well” and “[t]his was an experience that I would not change for the
world.” The most common area for improvement echoed by many students,
however, was that the timing of the musical and the scale of the biography
made it difficult to line up the readings, music, and discussion.
In 2020, we were able to better pace the 700+ pages of the Chernow text
throughout the semester. With a more relaxed schedule, the Chernow readings could be assigned for Monday’s class meeting and shorter supplemental
readings for Wednesday’s meetings. Another significant pedagogical change
in 2020 was the incorporation of “class discussion leadership” assignments
in groups of two throughout the semester. The idea was to give students the
opportunity to lead the class with some pre-approved discussion ideas. Each
student had two opportunities in the semester to lead the class for what we
had envisioned to be 15–20 minutes. While students appreciate the leadership opportunity, and they respond well to each other, feedback indicated
that they would have preferred more of us and less of themselves. Moving
forward, we would reduce this requirement to a single opportunity or modify
it significantly to reduce the amount of class time involved.
Overall, students favorably reviewed the second iteration of the course.
We are confident that our rapport as team teachers developed over the two
years between offerings and strengthened the in-class experience in 2020.
Our Class Climate surveys received a 4.5 on a 5-point scale (Butler having
shifted to this evaluation system after 2017). Two qualitative comments illuminate the second time we offered the course:
1.	 I enjoyed how this course intertwined the history of Hamilton with
the musical. I appreciated being able to gain a better understanding of
the history and how it related to the musical.
2.	 This course was truly emblematic of an interdisciplinary honors seminar. The course content managed to integrate topics from a variety of
disciplines and backgrounds. While the course focused on Hamilton
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the musical, it also created space for discussion of countless topics
related to the founding of the United States.
Student feedback indicated that they responded well to our team-taught,
interdisciplinary approach, and we had several requests to develop something
new for the future. We have identified other topics and pairings that we, or
perhaps others, might be interested in pursuing. We could merge history,
politics, and musical theory through the study of works such as 1776, Bloody
Bloody Andrew Jackson, and Les Misérables. We have identified other topical pairings for politics—such as the relationship between art, music, social
movements, and political protest—or other topical pairings with music—
such as English, history, or religion with musicals like Fiddler on the Roof and
Jesus Christ Superstar. The history of rock and soul music as it intertwines with
race relations, sociology, politics, and history intrigues us as well.
A successful team-taught course requires many intangibles that require
more work than a traditional class, such as pre-planning and communication, but we strongly feel that the rewards for students and instructors alike
outweigh any difficulties. We both developed new areas of critical inquiry,
became better teachers (and students!), and inspired the class to take creative
and thoughtful approaches to their assignments. We hope that our experience will inspire other team-taught, interdisciplinary courses with instructors
from disparate fields. Although the assembly of a teaching team with different
backgrounds, personalities, and areas of expertise can be akin to an “antidream team” (Wentworth and Davis, 2002, p. 21), our differences yielded a
more diverse and engaging classroom experience. By working together and
being deliberate in our planning, we were able to promote an interdisciplinary, rather than multidisciplinary, course.
Despite its pedagogical advantages, team teaching presents challenges in
many university settings. At a small liberal arts college like Butler, committing
to team teaching often pulls instructors away from other commitments. Two
teachers working together to offer one course reduces the number of available courses available to other students, creates deficiencies in what home
departments can offer their majors, leads to disagreements about how departments are rewarded, and creates conflicts about how resources are allocated
(Wentworth and Davis, 2002). The logistical difficulties of assigning faculty
members’ teaching load credits frequently reduces the opportunity to engage
in team-teaching.
An honors program already incorporates many of these considerations,
making it an ideal home for team-teaching interdisciplinary courses (Klein,
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1999; Wentworth and Davis, 2002; Letterman and Dugan, 2004). For example, we were able to offer the course a second time two years later as part of
our regular teaching rotations but would be unable to offer this experience on
an annual basis. The honors program prioritizes small class sizes, capped at
sixteen students per course, ensuring an intimate 8:1 student to teacher ratio.
Finally, Butler is fortunate to have financial resources at its disposal to support
honors programming such as tickets and transportation to see Hamilton in
2017 and tickets to see a local performance in 2020.
We are mindful of the generosity of Butler’s honors program and aware
that this kind of support might not be readily available to others. However,
we do believe that many parts of our experience can be readily applicable
to other institutions. First, the team-teaching component provides faculty
more opportunity to work closely with students than a course taught by a
single faculty member. Second, ways to reduce expenses are usually available;
for instance, Hamilton is now widely available for students by purchasing a
$6.99/month subscription to Disney+ and allows teachers to incorporate the
show as part of the curriculum when it best suits their needs. Finally, we were
able to promote an interdisciplinary approach in even more depth after moving to online instruction for the second half of our spring 2020 section due
to the COVID-19 pandemic, and, in our opinion, the challenges of teaching online suddenly amplified and reinforced our pedagogical goals in many
respects (Hallam and Partridge, 2007). We encourage other honors programs
to consider ways that online delivery of team teaching might enhance or supplement traditional face-to-face instruction.
By moving to asynchronous content delivery, we no longer were constrained to a hundred minutes a week and could share a larger volume of
material that students could incorporate into the online discussion based on
their own interests. For example, to facilitate our online discussion, we prerecorded short videos using Zoom and could engage the material as equal
teammates (Hallam and Partridge, 2007). In general, we recorded a short
video (less than ten minutes) for each chapter assigned from Chernow in a
given week. We also recorded videos to highlight a particular song from the
week’s listening assignments. By recording what amounted to a discussion
between friends, students were able to glean our personalities, hear different
perspectives, and consider the types of questions that sparked high-quality
online discussion in more depth.
Recordings can be particularly helpful for engaging music online (On
Tam, 2012). We incorporated widely available YouTube videos to engage the
musical, which, along with recordings and asynchronous content delivery,
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allowed us to point to Easter Eggs in the music while referencing and linking the original source material. For example, while discussing Hamilton and
race, we shared a link to a video of “You’ve Got to Be Carefully Taught” from
South Pacific (explicitly referenced in a line that the Aaron Burr character raps
in “Aaron Burr, Sir”).
Our experience generating online content together also made us mindful
of a practical lesson we both learned in the classroom: the role one should
play when not actively serving as the presenter in a discussion. Wentworth
and Davis (2002) outline ten roles for good practice in this regard, among
which we found that being a “model learner” was perhaps the most important
for inspiring students. Showing students the importance of good preparation
for class, respectful questioning, and active engagement with a topic outside
one’s discipline had a significant effect on the students’ own preparation levels
and engagement with the material. Since we were learning from one another
in each class, whether face-to-face or online, students learned from each other
and us as well.
Stanford professors Lanier Anderson (Philosophy) and Joshua Landy
(French and Italian) have documented ten specific challenges inherent to the
team-taught experience (ctd. in Leavitt, 2006). We conclude by synthesizing and condensing their ten commandments into four recommendations for
future team-taught courses below:
1.	 Pre-planning is critical in the team-taught classroom. We conducted
a pre-course survey to design a course specific to existing student
knowledge. We both had to reach a consensus about every element of
the course. Our private discussions inevitably yielded a more robust
teaching environment. Additionally, we had to ensure that we took
special care to apply the same grading standards to assignments if we
divided them between ourselves.
2.	 Presenting contrasting ideas in a model debate is a great means of introducing students to their own interdisciplinary studies. Presenting a respectful
counterpoint to your colleague’s ideas can stimulate classroom discussion and inspire a variety of student perspectives.
3.	 You must not forget to inspire student participation. By presenting a variety of perspectives and ideas, we found that our students were more
willing to speak in class and share their ideas. With two instructors in
the room, we had to take special care to make sure that we involved
the students directly and gave them many opportunities to have their
voices heard.
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4.	 Be flexible and learn from your colleague. We frequently found ourselves
exploring a new direction in the classroom, consistently surprising
each other by a new idea that one of us presented. A willingness to
improvise and stray beyond the pre-planned agenda based on a newly
presented idea frequently yielded some of our most robust in-class
discussions. This flexibility proved critical when forced to offer the
second half of our spring 2020 course online.
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onors education was never intended to be virtual. It was never imagined
on a flat screen but across a conference table in a meeting room that
doubles as a classroom, or in a crime lab or gaming lab (not a computer lab
with plastic partitions), or in a park with partners. It is not supposed to be solitary; it depends on team building and community building and is nourished
by intellectual interaction that is intimate and three-dimensional. It depends
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on collegial relationships between faculty and students that enable them to
tackle wicked problems and address controversial topics together. But after
2020, higher education will never be the same. Neither will honors.
The apocalyptic COVID-19 pandemic forced college and university faculty to pivot and reboot violently in order to extract higher education from its
comfortable working space and relocate it to an entirely new environment, a
strange new world of remote, computer-mediated instruction. Suddenly we
and our students all became refugees, virtual prisoners trapped in our own
homes. We found ourselves suffering from transplant shock, starved for the
familiar, incapacitated by PTSD, and very likely lost in cyberspace. This displacement was especially wrenching for honors programs, which depend on
small, in-person classes and tiny seminars; service learning, much of it experiential; study abroad; and other high-impact educational practices, all of which
had to be suspended in favor of lectures and student presentations delivered
via Zoom™ and online discussion, both synchronous and asynchronous.
Small wonder that so much of the online instruction produced during this crisis was awkward and inadequate. An MRE is fine if it is the only
food you have, but it could never be confused with a four-star dining experience. Out of concern for public health and safety and to ensure that students
could graduate without delay, faculty throughout the United States worked
diligently to be flexible in delivering their course content through remote
learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, both faculty and students felt undernourished. Students were subjected to online learning when
they hadn’t signed up for it. Professors worried that, if they could not read the
room and feel the interpersonal dynamics, they would be unable to tell if they
were getting through. Honors faculty and students felt the distance acutely,
and for both it was magnified exponentially, in part, because of grade anxiety.
Honors students know how to get good grades in familiar settings, but this
new setting robbed them of many tools in their academic toolkits. They had
no idea what their expectations should be for courses that started out face-toface and then suddenly went online. They worried whether any expectations
they might have or any assumptions they might make would be either valid or
reliable. Their teachers felt the same way.
All this longing for the familiar begs the question of whether the teaching
and learning that went on during the “plague” semester were actually inferior—
so inferior as to cause universities to offer students a pass/fail option almost
from the beginning while holding onto the tuition money. So far, it is too early
for us to have collected a robust body of data that will tell us whether students
learned less or did not perform as well following the sudden switch to remote
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learning in the spring of 2020 or in the two semesters that have followed. At
the University of Baltimore, our students were able to meet for class discussions on Zoom™ and in threaded discussion on Sakai, producing remarkable
group and individual projects in electronic form. Most did not select the
Credit/No Credit option but chose to receive grades even though many found
themselves suddenly unemployed (a major distraction from schoolwork) or
working overtime in essential occupations while taking fulltime care of children who were not in school and, often, living with elderly relatives who were
at risk. That our students learned anything at all was a tribute to their persistence given the stress and anxiety of quarantine, economic disaster, and social
unrest that all college students experienced throughout 2020.
The pandemic crisis gave many faculty their first experience ever with
online instruction. Many who had never tried it before were able to reimagine and re-engineer their courses brilliantly when required to call upon the
invention born of necessity. After all, most university faculty are smart and
unusually creative, and getting a PhD really does teach grace under pressure.
Others made the minimum technical concessions necessary to continue to
do what they were already doing, such as taping and broadcasting lectures,
and produced what was essentially distance learning. Because we now have
software that allows professors to broadcast live, in real time, and allows
instantaneous video feedback from students, distance learning is a technological relic that feels hollow and unsatisfying: a professor who lectures on video
to an empty room is bound to feel like a cellist playing to an empty concert
hall or a basketball player shooting critical free throws with no fans cheering
and booing. Like athletes playing their games to grandstands filled with paper
cutouts, many faculty felt justifiably confirmed in their conviction that all
online teaching is a watered-down and unsatisfying version of live classroom
teaching: unsalted pretzels with Lite beer.
Few honors classes consist of formal lectures in cavernous halls. Most are
more like conference presentations: face-to-face briefings with simultaneous
Q & A. Even though some faculty may be in their element giving oral presentations, with or without media assistance, and listening to themselves talk for an
hour about a subject they love, this is not usually the environment most conducive to learning for students. During an in-person lecture, many students,
like many bright employees in a large, boring meeting, are quietly reading on
their phones, daydreaming, or thinking about something other than the lecture material. Honors students especially—like most faculty—enjoy the gift
of attention surplus. We can require them to attend classes and events, but
we cannot make them listen, any more than we can make them listen to a
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graduation speech or the homily at a worship service, neither of which translates as well to the screen as a livestreamed wedding or political rally.
Perhaps the pandemic has provided just the push that is needed to get
faculty to rethink the in-person lecture model. University faculty, iconoclasts
that they so often are, should recognize that just because something has always
been done a certain way does not mean a new way might not be better. We
have adjusted the lecture model to new technologies before. We learned how
to show slides in art and biology classes so students would not have to make
do with textbook drawings. We learned to show films so that people could see
drama in performance rather than just reading the text from a printed page
and trying to imagine actors acting. We learned to access audio and video
content directly on the internet. Years ago, when I was teaching Yeats’s “No
Second Troy,” a student asked me, “What did Maud Gonne look like, really?”
I read aloud the lines about her that had provoked the question:
With beauty like a tightened bow, a kind
That is not natural in an age like this,
Being high and solitary and most stern?
Then I said, “Let’s look,” and typed “Maud Gonne” into Google Images. In
an instant we could see both photographs and paintings of the real Maud in
1916. Before the internet, I would have had to postpone answering the question until I could bring pictures to the next class, a week later, by which time
the teaching moment would have been long past.
We have brought the internet into the classroom. Perhaps it is now time
to take the classroom onto the internet. Instead of competing with Khan
Academy, we should embrace its lessons as starting points for a flipped experience and spend class time, with the professor’s expert guidance, pushing
beyond the basic narrative of any academic topic with questions and answers.
We have long asked students to read textbooks before class and spent our
class time interrogating them, but here is no better way to learn about the civil
rights movement than watching the extraordinary PBS documentary Eyes on
the Prize and accessing archived news footage from Birmingham, Selma, and
Memphis on YouTube. Why should I create and tape lectures on European
painting when I can get Sister Wendy Beckett to teach it for me from beyond
the grave, courtesy of the BBC? None of these learning experiences require
that all participants assemble in the same room to watch the videos together
at the same time on the same screen. They can watch them at a time when
they can best concentrate on learning and then gather later in cyberspace to
discuss them. No brick or mortar is required.
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In the spring semester of 2020, both students and faculty were surprised
to discover ways that online teaching is superior to the live classroom experience. To properly reach twenty-first-century students, who spend most of
their waking hours in digital environments, we need to give serious attention
to introducing mixed modalities into one-dimensional delivery paradigms,
and we need to prepare students for a global work environment that will
be heavily computer-mediated. Thomas Watson was right: it is time for the
“wild ducks” of academia to take charge (IBM Inc.). However, many college
professors who have taught themselves to teach by giving oral lectures or PowerPoint presentations to live audiences are now suffering from neophobia. As
soon as universities began to respond to the pandemic by proposing investment in technologies that could make online instruction more widespread,
the counterinsurgency began. Social media posts appeared urging faculty not
to do their best at teaching online lest they be asked to do more of it. Faculty
also discovered that online teaching is highly labor-intensive: if you don’t put
time into learning how to use online tools effectively, it will be inferior, and
the self-fulfilling prophecy will come to pass.
There is no reason yet to assume that the spring semester of 2020 was
a lost semester or that for universities to invest in better online learning
opportunities would constitute throwing good money after bad. Innovation
always brings some failures, false starts, red herrings, and dead ends. Still, the
charrette effect of pressure from exigence is known to spur extraordinary creativity. Caesarean sections were tried because the alternative was death for
both the mother and the baby. Field medicine has long given us rough models
for repairing the human body that were tried only because there was no other
choice but that were later perfected in the lab. The COVID-19 pandemic has
given faculty no other choice than to experiment with instructional strategies
outside their comfort zone and to try new tools that can now be perfected.
Lectures are becoming increasingly ineffective at reaching listeners
whose attention span is limited and who are the beneficiaries of a world of
distractions not available in the nineteenth century. A public lecture with a Q
& A to follow will lose its momentum at about an hour and a half—perhaps
sooner. Studies on attention, the Pomodoro Technique, conference planning
models, and our anecdotal experience with Zoom™ have all taught us that a
fifty-minute to eighty-minute lecture does not typically hold the attention of
listeners or help them remember what they have learned. A hundred years
of research on Ebbinghaus’s forgetting curve tells us consistently that people
forget about 50 percent of what they hear within an hour, 75 percent within
24 hours, and 90 percent within a week.
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A great advantage of online teaching over real-time lecturing with Q & A
is that live lectures and discussion are necessarily linear and time-constrained.
People can talk only one at a time so that everyone in the room can hear and
maybe listen. An hour or two is not long enough for everyone who has something to say to say it—even the professor. In discussion, students must take
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turns, and the first one to the answer gets all the points. Extroverts have an
advantage; introverts are disadvantaged. There is no time to carefully compose a question or a response before the moment has passed, and anyone who
thinks of a question or a comment after class has no mechanism for sharing it.
All these limitations magically disappear if the synchronous class meetings are embedded into an asynchronous 24/7 learning environment in the
form of a threaded discussion on a learning platform. Taped lectures can be
posted; discussions can continue after class; people who were absent can
catch up. Everyone can add material to the site between classes, and the class
can exist in a virtual space that includes the time between lectures as well as
the lecture time itself. Students can put “go slower” or “go faster” right into
the chat so the professor does not have to guess what they already know and
what they are learning for the first time. Students who need more than one or
two repetitions for learning do not have to stop the professor and ask to hear
the point over again because they know they can replay the tape later. They
can ask questions in an asynchronous thread if asking on the chat would slow
down the whole class unnecessarily. If the professor has to be absent, the class
can be delayed or postponed or recaptured asynchronously. Instead of a narrow window of time that is open only once or twice a week, an online class
can be an MMORPG (Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game),
a persistent open world where people drop in and out and catch each other
up in order to arrive at the end of the game together. Everyone can work
simultaneously or collaboratively—no lines to hold the conch shell and no
conversation between the professor and one or two highly engaged students.
Asynchronous discussion is particularly valuable in honors classes. Students have time to compose their posts thoughtfully, with depth. Rather than
jumping into a live class discussion extemporaneously just to say something
or to get a toe in quickly, they can develop an idea with supporting evidence.
A written post will take longer to write but less time for classmates to read and
absorb. Honors students who enjoy an intense academic conversation around
a conference table or in an honors lounge have already begun to complain
that professors are assigning more work in online classes (NCHC, “Honors in
the Time of Corona”), but probably what they mean is that the discussion in
online classes is more time-consuming because it must be written. Professors
who teach online already know that online teaching is labor-intensive, and
the same is true for students, who will have to adjust their time management
strategies to accommodate written academic conversations.
Colleges could learn from America’s houses of worship, which have
found during the pandemic that services delivered as Zoom™ meetings, either
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taped or live, can be quite effective, especially with the chat feature that allows
people to talk to one another and to the celebrants during the service. Technology that allows students to chat with one another and pose questions to
the professor on a screen has been around for a while and can make face-toface classes much more involving. This model of an interactive instructional
space translates easily to Zoom™. Online meeting technology allows students
either to attend a lecture in person or view it remotely, so it helps students
who are homebound, reduces absenteeism, eliminates parking problems, and
enables the instructor to deliver the lecture only once and still reach everyone. Medical schools have been using this strategy to deliver lecture material
for some years now. Nothing online need be ephemeral; it can all be taped
and replayed as the exam approaches. Class participation is all in print or on
tape and therefore recoverable when grading time rolls around. And there is
no issue with classroom management: it isn’t necessary to ask students not to
disturb others by talking; everyone is in on the side conversations, creating a
three-dimensional lattice of information exchange.
Online classes are particularly easy to flip because, in a flipped classroom,
students do most of their work asynchronously and come together synchronously only for brainstorming, Q & A, and group discussion. There is also no
need to use class time for tests, and student presentations can be conducted
as webinars.
One thing that Zoom™ meetings have taught us is that people seem to be
better behaved in an online meeting than in a live one. They have to raise their
hands or risk being muted. They cannot talk to one another behind people’s
backs or talk over other people. On the other hand, students in a Zoom™ class
can indulge in behaviors that might be considered rude in person. They can
wear comfortable clothes, eat and drink, take a break and come back, talk
among themselves, or check something in the lecture on their computers
while it is taking place. They can raise their hands electronically, participate
in table discussions electronically via breakout rooms, or make a comment in
the chat without interrupting.
The pandemic forced most organizations to cease conducting business
by putting groups of people together in the same room at the same time. Now,
many are rethinking whether they will ever go back to the old practice since it
is too expensive and the resulting synergy is not adequate to justify the cost.
The higher education industry should also consider that the traditional paradigm of the class as a real-time briefing with Q & A, delivered in person to
a group of eager listeners, is a luxury that colleges and universities may no
longer be able to afford. Skyrocketing costs make higher education less and
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less accessible to anyone but upper- and-middle-class students, which means
fewer members of minority groups, working adults, and the economically
disadvantaged. For faculty to provide an online experience that is just as rich
and nuanced as the conventional model, perhaps even more so, they need
to believe that online delivery can be just as good, perhaps even better, and
understand that online teaching is not just face-to-face instruction delivered
remotely.
Honors programs should be crucibles for innovation, not archives of the
obsolete. If their professors invite their students to journey with them into
what John Zubizaretta has already called a “brave new world,” then honors
students will follow even if they are risk-averse:
Undoubtedly, the sudden demand to ‘go remote’ has upended much
of what we have always done well in honors and why and how we have
done it. The need to adapt has been difficult, but it has also opened
up new opportunities, new avenues for rethinking and redesigning
our pedagogical approaches. For instance, perhaps now honors is
ready to reconsider the notion that honors and ‘distance learning’ are
antithetical propositions. Having been compelled to adapt to remote
teaching, learning, and program management in order to continue
to challenge, encourage, support, and reward our students (and faculty), perhaps now we can reimagine how the honors experience can
be sustained and even enhanced by technology. Brave new world.
Honors in the time of Corona . . . and after. . . . (Zubizaretta 2)
We cannot be risk-averse ourselves nor shelter in place within familiar practices and technologies. If faculty, especially honors faculty, see all online
instruction as inferior, it will be. However, Zubizaretta writes:
COVID-19 has prompted pervasive changes to honors and all of
higher education. For many faculty and students around the world,
the imposed shifts have diminished the intimate bond between
teaching and learning. For others, the ‘new normal’ has created
unexpected opportunities to reflect, experiment, take risks, reprioritize, find different avenues for communication, build intentional
communities, accept provocative challenges, and redesign pedagogies—qualities, after all, that we celebrate in honors and in all good
teaching and learning. (Zubizarretta 11)
Now is a time for leadership, and honors can be this leader. We have written
this mandate into our own sixteen characteristics:
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13.	The program serves as a laboratory within which faculty feel
welcome to experiment with new subjects, approaches, and pedagogies. When proven successful, such efforts in curriculum and
pedagogical development can serve as prototypes for initiatives
that can become institutionalized across the campus. (National
Collegiate Honors Council)
Now is the time to “seek a newer world” (Tennyson).
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introduction

T

wo community college honors programs of different sizes and in different parts of the United States both struggled not only to maintain but
to enhance a sense of community to foster honors students’ success during
the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic. Despite the differences as well as similarities of the two programs’ approaches, the overall goal was the same: to make
sure students felt engaged and cared for during a socially distant and unprecedented year. In the process, both programs discovered the value of revamping
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more traditional forms of in-person community building and social engagement to successfully create a sense of togetherness in a virtual arena.

the programs:
hillsborough community college (hcc) and
johnson county community college (jccc)
Hillsborough Community College (HCC), with five campus locations
throughout the county surrounding Tampa, Florida, is home to the Dr. Lydia
R. Daniel Honors Program. Founded 25 years ago by its namesake, the program has grown to more than 280 associate degree-seeking students in a
college of more than 45,000 students. The program is administered by a director, a coordinator, an academic advisor, a senior staff assistant, and a part-time
student assistant. Each term, approximately forty faculty teach honors classes
offered on all five campuses. Prior to the pandemic, honors classes at HCC
had never been offered online.
To remain in the HCC Honors Program, students must sign a contract
upon admission agreeing to take a minimum of two honors classes each term.
In order to graduate from honors and receive a medallion, they must complete
24 or more honors credit hours and have a GPA at 3.0 or above. Students who
earn between 12 and 23 credit hours in honors receive an honors certificate.
Johnson County Community College ( JCCC) is in the suburbs of Kansas City, on the Kansas side. During any given semester, JCCC enrolls about
18,000 students in both online and in-person classes although 80% of courses
were delivered online in fall 2020 due to COVID. JCCC’s honors program
was established in 1987 but has grown substantially in the last five years with
increased course offerings; the honors program offers a dozen classes per
semester and serves a hundred students. None of JCCC’s honors courses had
been offered online before COVID.
Admission to and graduation from the JCCC Honors Program require
a 3.5 GPA; to remain in the program, students are expected to enroll in one
honors course every term. To graduate with honors, students must complete
five honors courses, participate in two engaged learning experiences (such
as service or study abroad), and give one public presentation on a topic of
their choice—more often than not, a research project. A small staff, including
a director, a coordinator of service learning, an administrative assistant, and
two part-time student assistants are fully devoted to honors students’ success.
A student counselor is designated for honors but is not officially part of the
honors staff.
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challenges
At both JCCC and HCC, the administrative staffs are consistently working to improve the honors student experience through extensive in-person
facetime with students, faculty, and administrators, e.g., students frequently
drop by the honors office, attend in-person appointments with faculty, see
each other in class, participate in collaborative projects outside of class, hang
out together, and study in honors-designated lounges. But on March 13, 2020,
the last day of in-person honors classes at both JCCC and HCC, all of that
changed. With only virtual venues to continue our work with students, we
knew that maintaining pre-COVID levels of student engagement and motivation would be challenging, but we agreed that we would do whatever it took
to adapt to the new normal and support our students. With that philosophy as
our guide, we set about to address the following challenges:
•

Ensure that honors students stayed both physically and mentally
healthy during this unprecedented historical moment.

•

Maintain honors student engagement.

•

Confirm that honors students continued to prioritize their participation in honors while facing new and varied demands on their time and
attention.

•

Boost student morale.

Our honors teams started to work right away. Our need to use new digital
platforms like Zoom and Teams required self-training on behalf of faculty,
administrators, and students, as did our urgent need to adapt our learning
management systems to this new normal. We had to learn how to maintain
pre-COVID levels of engagement and motivation by adapting old forms of
student community development to the digital educational space.

adapting and thriving
The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated existing issues in our programs as
it no doubt did in honors programs throughout the country, but it also provided opportunities for new approaches and fresh perspectives.
Hillsborough Community College (HCC)
Immediately following spring break, the honors office staff met to
respond to the impending needs of the honors community. All classes at the
197

Dotter and King

college were directed to online delivery for the rest of the term. For the five
weeks that remained of the term, faculty did a remarkable job despite the
drastically new way of presenting and receiving material, and they remained
sensitive to both students’ and each other’s fears and insecurities about the
months to come.
Academic advising went online to Zoom and Teams. Appointments
with the honors advisor did not skip a beat as she coached the students on
how to respond to appointments; she remained positive and supportive with
inconsistencies in attendance and punctuality. Students adapted quickly to
making, accepting, and attending appointments online. The entire staff modeled “cameras on” behavior when meeting to capture the feeling that we were
as “live” as we could be considering the circumstances.
Celebrating our success is key to an honors community, and celebrate we
did. One of the concerns foremost on students’ minds initially in March (particularly for those graduating) was whether we would still have our Medallion
Ceremony. This event has traditionally occurred the night before graduation
and has become the most significant event for many of our students and
alumni. Without knowing how we would do it, the staff reassured our students that “the show would go on.” We scripted, gathered photos, practiced
and practiced some more, and, as promised, held what we believe to be one
of our greatest successes during this disorienting time: celebrating the accomplishments of the academic year and our graduating class online. More than a
hundred families logged on, some dressed for the occasion, some having had
pre-celebratory dinners together. Honors graduates were recognized individually on the screen. We shared stories and highlights of our year together. The
online chat started thirty minutes before the event, with music and a slide
show running in the background, and ended more than forty minutes after
the main event.
Throughout the summer, HCC honors hosted film nights every other
week. The theme was “the history of horror films.” The evenings were facilitated by an honors faculty member who dressed up based on the movie: one
week he was in a virtual Frankenstein’s lab dressed as a crazy scientist, the next
he appeared (or didn’t) onscreen as the Invisible Man. This faculty member
engaged the students before and after the films and allowed for running comments through chat during the screening. HCC honors also held live online
mandatory orientations for incoming students; hosted panel discussions with
faculty, alumni, and students to discuss the social unrest that permeated the
local and national news; and showcased virtual open houses and instant-decision days to recruit incoming students. Each member of the staff held open
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office hours by logging into Zoom at regular times and meeting with either
individual students or groups of students who could drop in collectively.
Ironically, HCC honors enrollment was up more than 10% from the previous
fall in spite of an enrollment drop of more than 20% throughout the college.
The decision was made early that all honors classes for the fall would
migrate online and remain live, requiring students and faculty to meet at the
same days and times as originally scheduled. When the decision was made,
many students in the program had already registered for what was considered
at the time to be a normal fall term. Migrating to online classes allowed faculty
to prepare and students to make the choice whether to remain in the program.
Only one honors faculty member was unable to meet the new requirements,
and, surprisingly, our student enrollment grew.
The struggle for our students in the spring was reflected again in the fall.
They had limited success, particularly in online asynchronous classes, where
students had to work independently on their own schedule. Although not
our first choice, online and live, or synchronous, was certainly the best choice
for honors, allowing students to experience at least some consistency in the
fall—regular meetings—and not have to worry about unexpected changes in
the schedule.
Fall also brought with it a new understanding of and comfort with providing what was necessary to continue building community outside the
classroom. We focused on social justice issues for our film nights and held
seminars on politics. Students had craft challenges using only what they had
at home; they would craft with zoom cameras on while listening to a favorite
show or music as if they were in the same room. The honors student organization also set biweekly game nights and, for their final fall event, hosted an
ugly sweater contest and holiday caroling event; using Teams, they called in
various offices throughout the college to lip sync carols.
Staff held online workshops for résumé writing, transfer preparation,
vision boarding, and scholarship applications. Colleges and universities visited virtually, recruiting students who would soon earn their AAs. The staff
gained access to Time Trader, a link that allows students to automatically
make appointments with anyone in the office, as needed, thus improving
the access students had previously enjoyed by “dropping in” pre-COVID.
Exclusively online, we felt empowered to do all we had done before with our
students except travel.
Regardless of travel limitations, our international collaborations continued through the fall term. We met regularly with students from Amsterdam
University of Applied Sciences to discuss the United Nations Global
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Sustainability Challenges. Our honors humanities class continued its work
through the U.S. State Department, solving sustainability challenges through
collaborations with students in Jordan. The purchase of a virtual reality
humanities tour, using leftover funds from the previous budget year, now
allows “travel” in both honors and traditional classes with tours of European
countries, enabling more students than ever to access a simulated international travel experience.
Johnson County Community College (JCCC)
JCCC’s experience echoes that of HCC: after an extended spring break,
we offered honors courses online for the first time ever. These classes met
synchronously at the same time they would have met in person and with all
students in the virtual classroom at once. After overcoming technical issues
and working with JCCC IT to ensure students could borrow laptops, webcams, and secure a WIFI connection, we realized that our pedagogy could
adapt to the virtual environment more easily than we originally feared. We
also learned that students could do well in their courses despite increased
challenges.
Community building is always difficult, even when we can be physically
in the same space, so doing it remotely was a real challenge. Our creative
responses to COVID were fueled by an awareness that our students’ struggles
with mental health would be exacerbated by social and physical distancing
measures. Additional stressors—such as job loss, unavailable childcare, illness and sometimes even death of loved ones—made matters worse. We
embraced the pillars of honors education and thought of innovative ways
to support our students. We also modeled kindness and encouraged them
to follow suit by taking part in our Kindness Challenge, which allowed us to
record over two hundred acts of kindness by honors students, college staff,
and faculty. Over the course of two weeks and with the promise of a $100
bookstore gift card, submissions of photos or short narratives describing acts
of kindness—flowers left on neighbors’ porches, cookies and cakes distributed, notes sent to loved ones—poured in.
We started by improving our communication to students. The director
sent students personalized emails once a week, and we adapted the content
of our weekly bulletin to include information about available scholarships,
unemployment benefits, or mental health support. We also enhanced the
use of our social media platforms. We adopted a themed strategy (Mindful
Monday, Triumph Tuesday, Wellness Wednesday, Thankful Thursday, Just for
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Fun Friday) that led our followers and “likes” to increase. Our community
strengthened as we featured our students’ successes for Triumph Tuesday
or gave them immediately usable and free tips on Wellness Wednesday. Our
investment in social media followed the advice of our student employees, who
suggested that this was the best avenue to draw in the eighteen- to twentyyear-old honors students. The positive response proved the advice correct.
We also ensured that our programming would be maintained through the
end of the spring semester at JCCC. We maintained our student association’s
biweekly meetings, our alumni Meet & Greets, and our Discover the World
presentations, giving students a chance to share their unique experiences with
each other and further foster community. Even so, we spent much of our time
reassuring students, providing answers when we had them, directing them
to financial support when possible, and connecting them with departments
on campus that would provide what they needed, whether food, laptops/
tablets, or mental health support. A survey of honors students at the end
of the spring semester affirmed that the honors staff ’s communication and
availability, in addition to the synchronous honors courses, were a lifeline;
they fostered normalcy in a fast-changing world and provided students with a
sense of belonging. Given this experience, honors faculty were encouraged to
offer their courses synchronously and to continue our other efforts in the fall.
We spent the summer gathering resources and ideas so that we could
make the best of the new normal come fall. While faculty were on break,
honors administrators spent that time in webinars and online conferences:
they built new virtual events to enrich the fall calendar with programming
geared toward community fostering. While all our spring efforts continued,
we also added a weekly touchpoint, called the Honors Hangout, for students
to come by and share their experience or meet peers, faculty, and administrators. Our most successful Hangout was the hour spent with the new president
of the college in late October. Other Honors Hangouts, though slightly less
popular, allowed students to introduce their pets and share mental health tips.
Students also enjoyed learning from one of our English faculty how to use
holiday cards to share kindness with loved ones.
Throughout the fall, honors at JCCC invested in our previous community efforts writ large: not only did we continue our outreach to students and
maintain a rich calendar of events, but we also encouraged the involvement
of honors faculty. Most faculty teaching honors courses were involved in a
taskforce or committee contributing to the ongoing improvement of our practices. All honors faculty were invited to gather once a month to discuss a brief
reading and share successful pedagogical experiments. Faculty experienced
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these gatherings in the same way students did theirs: as a sense of belonging
to a community that was real even though virtual.
While our asynchronous fall courses allowed our students not to fall
behind, students did not enjoy them as much as our synchronous classes. Two
stood out, however, for their ability to effectively foster a sense of community
in honors: our honors seminars and our honors capstone. These courses have
features in common that no doubt contributed to their effectiveness: they
are taught in seminar style; they incorporate a number of reflection assignments and group projects; and they empower students to take ownership of
their learning. When prompted, students reported that these classes were key
to their wellbeing because they could express themselves freely and discuss
COVID-induced challenges as well as racism and other inequities, all while
being together in one (virtual) space.

conclusion
Every crisis can become an opportunity. Though the challenges have
been real, both institutions embraced them and encouraged their teams, faculty, and students to do the same. Not only did we foster existing programs
and systems, but COVID allowed us to enhance our practices in a new normal that will likely persist, in many ways, in the aftermath of the pandemic.
“Normal” will certainly be redefined, but “community,” particularly in
honors, remains the same. We stood strong together in both institutions to
carry on whatever programming could be delivered online, postponing what
had to be pushed back, such as travel. Content delivery methods changed,
but, proudly, we made no concessions in the quality of education or degree of
outreach to students.
During the holiday season nine months after our initial retreat to our
homes, we had become accustomed to our online lives in ways we never
imagined. We miss our face-to-face activities and classes, but happily the
students and faculty have, in large part, made the most of the COVID experience. Spring 2021 will be more of the same, but we hope for a “normal” fall
2021 that implements some of our new best practices.
________________________________________________________
The authors may be contacted at
adotter@jccc.edu.
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was not alone in being a Zoom novice in March 2020. As universities across
the country (and world) moved to remote learning, the sudden change carried with it the challenging burden of ensuring students would also be able to
switch and adapt to the new technology while teachers, like me, with kids at
home also needed bandwidth for their schooling. We bought a Wi-Fi booster
and struggled to the end of the spring 2020 semester—barely. Onboarding
a graduate assistant hired to support honors advising for first-semester, firsttime students seemed yet another layer of challenge during the COVID-19
pandemic. Fall 2020 was only our second year of having a graduate assistant
in this role, and we were hiring after having worked out only some of the kinks
the previous academic year. It turned out that we hired the assistant through
Zoom to work on Zoom, and she learned honors and other university systems
via Zoom, too, so that she was prepared to serve our honors first-year students
as they joined our virtual environment. Her onboarding was more efficient
than those of previous years, and the challenges of operating virtually have
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opened new screens of possibilities for future interactions—even beyond the
pandemic.
Previous graduate students were trained in advising best practices in
person; discussions included FERPA regulations, interpersonal communications, and training on the systems our institution uses for degree planning
and guidance. I would pull up screens and walk GAs through operating the
systems one-on-one in my office. Then GAs would sit in on my advising sessions; they would be introduced to the student coming in for advising and
then observe the interaction, asking questions afterwards. Having learned
systems and gained confidence, the GAs progressed to their own advising
sessions, calling me in for questions or popping into my office briefly to ask
for clarification on an issue. It worked. We were all operating as a team in our
small suite.
Clearly, those practices could not work this time around. Fortunately, the
GA we hired in fall 2020 was fairly familiar with Zoom by August, as was
I. While the technology continued to present challenges—video faltering,
students not being able to have cameras on, the constant “you’re muted!”
reminders—for the most part the university as a whole had adapted to and
adopted Zoom as our way of sharing screen communities. The GA and I were
comfortable using it, and we found students adapted to the medium quickly.
I got used to adding the graduate student in on Zoom meetings as we started
her training and onboarding. She haunted my Zoom room. She was always
early, so we could check in ahead of the student’s arrival and I could take her
through the steps of getting ready to meet with a student. I would share my
screen and show her how I used the system information to figure out the student’s academic background and share with her the questions or issues that
had brought the student to me.
When the student joined on Zoom, I would introduce the GA and ask if
it was okay if she joined our meeting, and the GA would assure the student
she could leave. Then the GA muted herself and turned off her video while I
worked through an issue with the student and shared her or his record from
the system. We explored if the student desired a different class, was concerned
about being online or in-person, or had a question about how to return a textbook. Students in fall 2020 lost the traditional in-person onboarding efforts
that would have shown them many angles of college life, and they did not have
the already-built, in-person community possibilities that would have allowed
them to share such questions and concerns. The meetings virtually covered a
range of subjects, but the graduate assistant’s presence was unobtrusive.
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The GA learned, and she learned quickly. At the end of a meeting and
before the next student came in, she would ask me questions about the interaction or information, questions that revealed she had listened carefully and
was developing her own stores of knowledge. Her questions tightened my language of interaction and made me aware of the care with which I chose words
as well as the ways that some replies were stock answers and should probably
be posted on our website as FAQs. We held online drop-in Zoom hours in the
first weeks of the semester, generally a hectic and exhausting time, but if the
Zoom room was empty, the GA could work on her homework as I ploughed
through emails until a student dropped in. After a few weeks, the GA was
almost ready to work with first-year students one on one, developing an outreach system to check in with all our first-time students, inviting them to our
opening semester events and encouraging them to engage in random drawings for actual (rather than virtual) prizes.
The ease with which the GA segued into student interaction led to her
establishing her own meetings with students on Zoom, and I evolved into
the guest as a blank corner of the screen, muted and listening as she guided
students through their questions. She was cautious to stay in the first-year
question zone, and when the questions stretched beyond her knowledge, she
would casually invite me to respond so that I could be her wing-woman on
more challenging questions (on financial aid, for example). I knew, however,
that she could handle most of the opening-semester questions herself, and she
had an ease in conversing that gave me confidence we had found a great GA.
We took further advantage of virtual reality in Zoom even as the student
was talking; I could empower her navigation of the situation since she could
use the chat feature with me privately and then share the information back
with the student. We both had smart phones, so we could also text while
being present on Zoom without anyone else in the Zoom room knowing
that we had another mode of communication. All these exchanges, facilitated
by honed multitasking skills, meant we could serve the students better even
while the students saw us only as fully engaged on their screen.
As we all adapt to the new normal in a virtual world, it turns out that
Zoom advising may be a silver lining. The screen separates us, but it also
allows for privacy and discretion. Students speak freely and openly, confident
in the security of a conversation that evolves uninterrupted in a way that was
less likely before Zoom, when an advisee often found other students rattling
past or dropping in and interrupting. In an actual room, all the social conventions remained in force, with students and me restraining our interaction
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accordingly. On Zoom, even with another person present, the conversation
usually flowed despite cats leaping onto keyboards and parents opening doors
before ducking back. Also, training took place without anyone thinking all
that much about its progression, so that by the fourth week the GA was handling student queries with ease and confidence while I was just a text away.
We did not choose it, but one-on-one student interaction via Zoom may
have turned out to be potentially more beneficial to advising, access, and GA
training. Faced with the October 2020 crunch for advising, we planned for
open advising hours on Zoom, with each of us jumping into breakout rooms
to work with a student while maintaining a virtual welcoming space for students to join. The presence of a GA on a screen was so much more efficient
and less physically invasive than in previous years that it could serve as a
model for future onboarding training. Maybe our virtual connections will
prove the standard for future advising training and operations now that we
have all engaged in a virtual reality that could eventually supplement, not supplant, our post-COVID reality.
________________________________________________________
The author may be contacted at
lxmorrison@unomaha.edu.
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O

ne of the hallmark experiences of honors learning at Frederick Community College (FCC) in Frederick, MD, is participating in the Honors
Forum each semester. The Forum is a mini-conference on campus in which
students are required to participate whether enrolled in an honors class or
attempting to complete an honors contract. There is a registration desk where
presenters, faculty moderators, and attendees pick up a name badge and program. In concurrent sessions, presenters, using PowerPoint slides, have eight
to ten minutes to share their project findings and five minutes for questions
from the audience. The experience mimics an actual conference, and students
learn by doing.
Although required, students consistently praise the Honors Forum as one
of their favorite experiences, even after admitting that presenting their work
to strangers at a campus conference is “a little scary.” They discover they can
generate new knowledge or analysis by “going deeper, broader, or more complex” in their studies, and they figure out how to share it with others. From the
fall 2019 Honors Forum, sixteen students were selected to present at honors
conferences (earning five awards), and another three presented at an international conference (via Skype) with Kuban State University in Russia.
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Then the COVID-19 pandemic closed our campus in March 2020. Within
forty-eight hours, classes moved online. After the initial shock, students and
faculty began to ask, “What are we going to do about the Honors Forum?”
The honors leadership team assessed the situation, adapted to the
necessity of being online, solved problems, and focused on our end goal: to
continue giving students a meaningful honors learning experience. We created the Virtual Honors Forum.
Fortunately, our team included an expert Blackboard user who set up a
discussion board for each presentation. The team also produced a welcome
video, generated how-to instructions, sent out emails, and helped students
with technical difficulties. The students worked with their faculty mentors to
submit their projects, abstracts, and pre-recorded PowerPoint presentations
with a voiceover narration and a transcript embedded in the notes of the
slides. Some of the students who participated video-recorded their presentations. Viewers clicked on the presentation link and then could leave a message
or comment for the presenter on the discussion board.
Feedback on the Virtual Honors Forum in spring 2020 was overwhelmingly positive. “This is a very impressive accomplishment and an effective
alternative to a face-to-face forum,” said Brian Stipelman, Associate Vice President for Academic Affairs and Dean of Liberal Arts. “I appreciated how much
easier it was to see the excellent work being presented. In this virtual format I
was able to experience and engage with far more presentations than I could in
the traditional face-to-face forum” (President’s Newsletter).
We built on that success in fall 2020. Every student was required to
participate in the asynchronous forum with a pre-recorded presentation
in Blackboard. In addition, students could opt to do a live presentation via
Zoom. The live forum was organized like a conference, with a video welcome
from the honors coordinator, concurrent sessions, and a keynote speaker
whose talk was open to the whole campus community, basically replicating
the traditional in-person forum. Faculty and students praised the experience,
observing that the pre-recorded and live presentations required different
skills and provided distinct experiences.
We established three keys to setting up the Virtual Honors Forum:
1.	 Using the skills of our faculty and staff. One member of our team, Lisa
DiDonato, had the expertise to set up the Virtual Honors Forum
structure in Blackboard during the truncated spring semester. Her
knowledge allowed us to respond quickly, illustrating that people and
the talents they possess are the foundation of any endeavor.
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2.	 Using our experience. We already knew how to organize the Honors
Forum as a campus learning event. The bulk of the work each semester fell to three individuals who operated around other duties to make
the Forum happen. Faculty mentors could focus on their students, and
we provided instructions with screen shots on how to do voiceover
recordings. In the fall semester, students had adapted to Zoom in their
classes, and the program had three honors peer mentors (experienced
second-year student volunteers) available to support students.
3.	 Using institutional resources. We drew on existing college resources at
no cost to the program, which operates on a shoestring budget. The
college already had Blackboard in place and purchased Zoom licenses
for virtual classes in 2020–2021. Further, the college provided professional development over the summer to train all faculty to teach
virtually or online and created a tutorial for students on how to use
Blackboard.
Much of what we did worked well. Through hard work and a strong commitment to honors learning, we gave students a valuable learning experience. The
two presentation techniques (pre-recorded and live) represent current best
practice. Our Virtual Honors Forum has prepared students to present at the
Northeast Regional Honors Council and the Maryland Collegiate Honors
Council virtual conferences in 2021 with pre-recorded and live options.
Included in what did not go well was that many students were not able
to participate in spring 2020. The sudden switch to an online environment
caught everybody off guard, and some students were unable to make the
transition. Access to computers and internet connectivity limited the level of
engagement for even more students. A related problem has been the ability
to complete honors projects. The physical closure of the campus and nearby
research centers effectively ended several ongoing honors projects in spring
2020. Even in the fall semester, we had to reconceptualize what was possible
with projects. Lab experiments and archival research were no longer options,
and students had to rely on accessible online sources. Finally, change is difficult even under the best of circumstances, and the pandemic made everything
more challenging. A new way of doing things necessitated new setups and
instructions as well as ongoing email communications, constant reassurance,
and encouragement. We adopted the British slogan from World War II: Keep
Calm and Carry On.
Going forward, we want to improve the Forum learning experience in the
following ways:
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• Keep the asynchronous pre-recorded presentation as a requirement
since it teaches an important skill and increases accessibility.
• Keep the virtual live presentation option for online learners and students who have medical conditions.
• Resume in-person live presentations when safe to do so incorporating
the virtual components, e.g., a keynote speaker and strand of virtual
presentations.
• Open the Blackboard site early in the semester so students and faculty
can see the setup and access resource folders.
• With permission, add examples of successful presentations to the
resource folders.
• Maintain a digital program to allow for last-minute changes, eliminate printing costs, and allow students to download the final copy as a
souvenir.
• Continue to adapt: for example, in 2021–2022 the college will no longer support Zoom, and we will need to learn Microsoft Teams as a
virtual platform, requiring another culture shift and training for faculty, staff, and students.
In summary, necessity spurred an innovation that became a best practice
we plan to keep beyond the pandemic. Moreover, it prompted us to model
traits of honors learning such as intellectual engagement, problem solving,
creativity, and leadership that we hope our students will emulate.
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forum relating to artful expression and the phenomenon of sequester in place (SIP).
As monthly general education offerings for first-year students, Honors Forums
feature an array of thematic events associated with the freshman cohort. Noting
challenges relating to remote instruction, social distancing, and general anxiety as
well as the consequent effects on the typical first-year experience, the author, an
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background:
the honors forum

F

or many years, the Widener University Honors Program in General
Education (HPGE) has offered multiple sections of its gateway course,
Freshman Honors English (ENGL 103). All incoming students take a section of this class even if they have AP credit, in which case ENGL 103 counts
toward their humanities distributional requirement. One of the cornerstones of our living-learning community, the course has multiple instructors,
a shared “read,” and at least one common assignment given to all sections.
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ENGL 103 also connects to the designated university-wide first-year theme,
and its professors interpret this umbrella topic to suit individual needs, so
its overall structure allows for both commonality and individual creativity,
giving variety to the offering while encouraging points of connection at the
same time.
Honors Forum ties all ENGL 103 sections together. One night each
month, our students convene to explore a given topic. Members find themselves mixed into new groups rather than seated with students from their
own class, thus introducing participants to other members of our community and strengthening the cohort. Although we require all students to attend,
a few always fail to turn up; in these circumstances, we assign an additional
research paper in their 103 course—a strategy that certainly cuts down on
absenteeism.
Over the years, we have tried a range of activities for this event. Past
Forums have included films based on works of literature, discussions on controversial social issues (e.g., gun control, taking a knee, flag burning), guest
speakers, and visiting writers. All these experiences have relied on increased
interaction with fellow honors members and, since the instructors have generally linked the content of the Forum with their course, have provided learning
activities tied in some way to the ENGL 103 curriculum. As program director,
I am responsible for all organizational aspects of the event. When a few years
ago our faculty requested that I take over both the development and delivery
of the Forum so that they could focus more on their individual classroom
efforts, I shifted the event to strictly art-based topics more appropriate to my
background as an art historian.
The Forums I have since planned use a broad range of topics and pictorial
material. Students seem to enjoy gaining a different experience from the textbased work they do in their ENGL 103 sections. I have customarily covered a
variety of social and cultural issues in these visual events, everything from the
art of 9/11, commemoration at home and abroad, and more recently the controversies over monuments and their removal. None of these presentations,
however, gave me as much pause to devise and deliver as our most recent
Forum on creativity in the age of COVID.

honors forum on creativity in the age of covid
By now, all of us have had the experience of trying to educate in extraordinary circumstances. No matter how we now connect with our students—
through live, hybrid, or remote teaching—we all know the toll this pandemic
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has taken. Our undergraduates face a multitude of issues that go far beyond our
adapted classrooms and complicate their learning. Anxiety is rampant, resulting from the mental, emotional, medical, or technological challenges they daily
face. I considered whether addressing the pandemic in a Forum might merely
exacerbate these worries or provide some solace, displacing some of the seemingly pervasive angst. I decided to take the risk.
My idea was to link the university’s theme of “Home” with the creative
output of artists responding to this unprecedented public health crisis. I
began by reminding students of the themes our faculty speaker put forth in
her sensitive, inspiring speech from the convocation that began the academic
year. I then segued from quotations of this address to the “Stay at Home”
appeal of governments and institutions worldwide as they entreated citizens
to sequester in place (SIP). This theme, with its clear public-health emphasis,
had proved fertile ground for visual exploration; artists immediately began
creating imagery that urged shared social responsibility and made their works
accessible through any means possible, such as public service announcements, online community postings, and street murals. Since these pictures
often used familiar characters from popular culture, like comics or television
(e.g., Superman, the Simpsons) or from famous artworks (e.g., Leonardo’s
Mona Lisa, Munch’s The Scream), they directly connected with students and
drew them in.
We then explored images that recognized essential workers and chronicled the plight of those who had no choice but to put themselves in harm’s
way during the pandemic. These poignant reminders of the privilege many
of us experience as we safely distance at home added a note of social context,
one that fostered a discussion of our gratitude in the midst of shared trauma
and that encouraged the emotional support that students might summon in
the future to combat pandemic despondency. The discussions led to a conversation about other ways we could do what artist Tagny Duff advises when she
suggests that we “visualize the unknown, because it makes it less threatening
and less frightening” (qtd. in Collins, 2020).
A series of witty recreations, so-called “art challenges,” posted by people
all over the world, followed this somber note and returned some levity to the
proceedings. We considered “covers” of actual artworks created by artists
who were fiercely fighting the boundaries of their SIP restrictions. I paired
these “make-overs” with their “official” counterparts, drawing in even the
most intransigent students who wanted nothing more than to study for the
next day’s chemistry test. The pièce de résistance that brought the house down
was the “adapted” children’s book covers of Stefanie Trilling (2020), which
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transformed beloved classics into touchstones for our pandemic age (Trilling). Students shouted out titles of the original, recollecting the safe harbor
that most had experienced during their childhood. Such a return to happier
times made us all a bit wistful, but the joy, albeit temporary, had the desired
effect.
Finally, I wanted to work in an activity that would engage students directly
and would encourage more interaction among them through a poetry-writing
exercise. My intention was to shift them from the visual to the verbal, which
would, with any luck, engage students who favored text over images. By adding this component to our creative evening, I hoped not only to increase
participation among those who might shy away from visual learning but also
to tie the event back to ENGL 103, where every section must incorporate
poetry as part of its curriculum. Such an exercise might also offer the students
some psychological support as the poet Judith Adams suggests: “During
this time of lockdown, poetry helps interpret challenging feelings and more
importantly connects us to a more meaningful way of life this pandemic is
demanding of each one of us” (2020).
Students were divided into Zoom breakout rooms, where they took on
three tasks within their assigned groups, each connected to our earlier discussion on creativity and the pandemic:
For each person in your room, come up with one word per person
that expresses each of these three points: (1) your individual concept of home (2) your learning experience at the university (3) your
interactions with family and friends. Combine all these words to craft
something cohesive together—it can be anything: a poem, a prose
piece, a song, a drawing, or a map you make together to articulate the
complexity of your current lives.
When the breakout groups reported to the entire Forum, the results were
spectacular. Students took the interactive project seriously, some making
drawings (SpongeBob SquarePants proved quite popular here) while others made short poems or word clouds they shaped into homes or hearts. We
could then all take the opportunity to compare ideas and means of expression, a fruitful way of bringing the forum to a close.
Ultimately, the most significant result of the event was that students
fully engaged with the material and, beyond that, clearly found the exercise
cathartic. By voicing how they felt about the crisis and the way it had changed
their lives, by sharing these feelings with others in their cohort, they found
the discussion therapeutic. Admitting the personal consequences of COVID
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meant they no longer felt isolated and alone but rather part of a community
that shared common ground. With any luck, they gained a few new skills they
could use to mitigate anxiety, frustration, and fear—precisely what the pandemic has generated for them—and came away with some constructive ideas
they could then use to move forward in their lives.
Widener’s first-year honors students have the usual high-achieving profiles. They come to us filled with ambition at this early stage of their college
careers and want to cram in as much as they can possibly achieve in the time
they are with us. The constraints of COVID, however, have severely challenged this characteristic enthusiasm. Remote learning, social distancing, and
the lack of a typical college experience have changed the game for them. We
should make any effort that will help these students foster skills that counterbalance these limitations. Whether in the form of individual support, which
is deeply ingrained in the honors ethos, or with a creative evening that leaves
our students with a fresh, more optimistic perspective, we have the responsibility to fight pandemic pessimism any way we can.
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appreciation for in-person instruction, the author presents a pedagogical experiment involving several collaborative, team-based learning strategies to engage all
learners, regardless of location. Students in a sophomore-level required seminar are
tasked with various team-based assignments, including notetaking, critical essays,
interviews, and reflective writing exercises. Outcomes suggest a framework for the
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O

ne of the frustrations my students felt most deeply in the pivot to remote
instruction in spring 2020 was the loss of community. They reported
missing the normal rhythms of conversation during class; they told me that
these regular forms of engagement were crucial to their learning. Many noted
that previous experiences in online courses did not provide the interpersonal
connections they valued about in-person courses. My students were not alone
in these feelings. In a survey of over 15,000 students during spring 2020, Blankenstein, Frederick, and Wolff-Eisenberg (2020) found that students lacked “a
sense of belonging and connection to others at their institution. While they
felt somewhat connected to their instructors, few reported feeling very connected to other students” (p. 4).
This loss was most salient in my mind as I prepared to teach Honors 2757:
Seeing the Unseen, a required sophomore-level seminar that satisfies a core
humanities requirement. In a pre-semester survey, my students expressed an
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overwhelming desire for face-to-face instruction; they worried about a transition to remote instruction. The university implemented policies to mitigate
risks that created unique challenges for teaching and learning: our classroom
space would require social-distancing, and the entire class would not be able
to meet simultaneously in the same physical space. I needed to create a backbone of online instructional materials and activities to ensure that all students
would be able to achieve learning objectives even if they were participating
across distinct modalities. Convinced by Quintana and DeVaney’s (2020)
reflections about the need to create a resilient pedagogy, I wanted to ensure
that the course would be flexible in the face of possible disruptions. Most
importantly, I hoped to facilitate a sense of belonging and community.
Facing these challenges moved me to experiment with some collaborative and team-based learning strategies discussed in Barkley, Cross, and Major
(2014), strategies that might elicit student anxiety or resistance. Blankenstein,
Frederick, and Wolff-Eisenberg (2020) observed that students found collaborative assignments to be among the most difficult to complete during remote
instruction. Although independent learning activities would have been easier
for students to complete in contexts of displacement, I decided that the positive structures of interdependence would promote a type of learning difficult
to achieve through atomized, individual assignments.
A description of the seminar will help show some of the distinctive
dimensions of the strategies I employed. The course description begins with
this observation: “Much of what we believe, from the mundane to the cosmically significant, is based on considerations not immediately accessible by our
senses: memories, the testimony of others, logical inferences, and scientific
methods and inferences (among others).” The course is intended to address
the merits and implications of these varied sources of belief. Every iteration
of the course uses Darwin’s Origin of Species as an anchor text, but individual
faculty have the latitude to develop the course thematically. I focused on scientific inquiry as a knowledge-generating and justifying practice, framing our
study in terms of three target questions: (1) What is distinctive about scientific inquiry? (2) What does it mean to think and reason like a scientist? and
(3) What does it mean for us (as individuals and as a society) to be guided in
our thinking and action by scientific understanding?
Prior to the start of the semester, I assigned each student to a small
learning team with three to four other students, dividing the teams so that a
range of majors was represented in each group. I constructed a schedule for
in-person class sessions, rotating student attendance each class. At any given
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session, two or three students from each learning team would act as representatives for their team. After the session, representatives would upload their
notes through a shared Google document. I drew inspiration for this component of the assignment from Supiano (2020), who summarizes some of the
key findings in Harbin (2020). Team members who did not participate in
this class session were responsible for reading and annotating the notes prior
to the next tutorial, when they would take their turn representing the team.
All students engaged in supplemental online activities through our learning
management system and through Slack, a channel-based communication
platform. Slack enabled us to extend classroom discussions and encouraged
informal social engagement among students.
These team-based structures were supplemented by two other collaborative assignments. First, students completed a team-based essay exam
following our four-week study of Darwin’s Origin of Species. Each student
completed the exam individually first, and I assessed their work, providing
extensive feedback about their essays. The following week, each team completed a team-based version of the same exam. To facilitate their efforts, I
hosted a Zoom session in which teams worked together in breakout rooms to
consider my feedback and begin drafting their team’s exam. As they worked
together to display their collective understanding, I hoped each individual
would develop a deeper understanding of the material. Their final grade on
this assignment was an average of the individual and team-based score. Without exception, their grades were higher than they would have been with the
individual score alone.
Second, students conducted formal interviews of faculty with disciplinary expertise in the natural, behavioral, and social sciences. We also hosted
Zoom panel discussions with additional faculty to ask questions about scientific practices and their implications for policy. The interviews and panels
provided an additional source of reflection for students as they completed a
final essay on the semester’s target questions. Nearly every student described
how these conversations augmented their understanding of scientific inquiry.
Students completed weekly reflection journals throughout the semester.
Reading the reflections helped me see how collaborative learning structures can enhance learning, especially in times of displacement. Important
themes emerged from these reflections. First, all of the students expressed
some initial skepticism about the team-based structures, but nearly all commented that their views had changed over the course of the semester. One
student observed, “I was hesitant about it at first, but realizing that we all
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had different strengths in certain assignments was actually very helpful and
resulted in deeper learning for everyone.” Another wrote, “I am not much of a
team-player, but this class has helped me to listen to my classmates’ ideas and
thoughts about weekly material. Doing the collaborative [note-taking] with
my classmates has improved my writing skills.”
Second, students saw clearly that distinct perspectives and constructive disagreement can enhance their learning. They described how their
teams altered their approach to the readings, filled in gaps in their learning,
addressed limitations in their understanding of the material, and helped correct misinterpretations. Many noted that the team-based exam helped them
to understand Darwin’s work better because they could talk through the
essays and the instructor’s feedback on each of their exams. They were able to
negotiate conflicting viewpoints. They were able to draw from their essays to
teach each other the material.
Third, students valued their teams because of the ways they enhanced
accountability and motivation. One student wrote, “Being responsible for not
just my notes but also, in essence, the notes of my team was great motivation
to keep me focused because I [didn’t] want to let down my team.” Multiple
students observed that this assignment required deeper learning because they
had to explain the material to their teammates.
Fourth, and perhaps most importantly, team-based structures helped to
facilitate a sense of belonging and community. One student summed it up
this way: “I could not have gotten by without my classmates and teammates
because I hit a wall more than once this semester. We all kind of carried each
other as if we were battle-worn soldiers because this has been the hardest year
many of us have faced and it has in turn been one of the hardest semesters for
many of us.” As I reflect on the semester, I am convinced that collaborative,
team-based strategies are a fruitful pedagogy for enhancing learning and scaffolding community even in times of disruption and displacement.
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A

s I planned my fall 2020 honors one-credit-hour, first-year-experience
orientation course (HNRS 100) during the COVID-19 pandemic, I felt
the need to imbed a health and wellness assignment for the incoming freshmen. At the National Collegiate Honors Council annual conference over
the last several years, I have noticed an uptick in panels focusing on student
mental health. These panels have offered unique suggestions that range from
a dedicated technology-free meditation room implemented on campus to a
weekly wellness Wednesday email that sends encouraging thoughts and uplifting quotations. In the inaugural Brief Ideas section of Honors in Practice, one
article details a lecture series on college student mental health with supporting research on why such a focus is needed on our college campuses (Bischof,
Hamilton, and Hernandez). Such extracurricular and inspirational options
are vital to supporting our honors students outside of the classroom, but with
the pandemic looming, I wanted a graded assignment focused on students’
health and wellbeing to help them decrease stress during this difficult time
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while also keeping them accountable. College was going to be tricky for these
freshmen. They were juggling remote learning for some classes and in-person
for others while living on campus, where they had to social distance, with
limited student organizational activities and no athletic/fine arts events to
attend. For this assignment, students were required each week to take at least
one hour to complete the task I set for them and then write a reflection essay
at the end of the semester. By prioritizing these types of activities in their
first semester, my goal was to motivate them to spend time on their wellbeing
while establishing strong, healthy patterns for the rest of college.
When researching what fourteen tasks to assign, I debated a variety of
activities, e.g., watch a sunrise or sunset, unplug from devices, talk to a friend,
play a game, complete a puzzle or crossword, color or paint or draw, and write
a letter or email to a friend or family member. In the end, I decided on these
tasks: sleep, exercise, organize your physical space, organize your electronic
space, listen to upbeat music, stare at the clouds or stars, read for fun, stretch,
engage with an animal, breathe, be grateful, explore nature, sit by water, and
practice kindness. Each week I sent a reminder detailing their wellness task
with a short blurb about the health benefits, as proven by scientific studies
for each task; an explanation of my rationale; and tips to complete them. For
several I also shared how I was incorporating the task into my own life. Some
tasks were timed to fit with semester events, such as “read for fun,” which was
included as a class activity the week they had an orientation to our campus
library; others were to be completed with their peer mentor groups, such as
“explore nature.” Some had a collaborative component, such as building an
honors program “Good Vibes” Spotify playlist in conjunction with “listen to
upbeat music,” and others had virtual options if a student was unable to complete them physically, such as “engage with an animal.”
Initially, some students resisted this assignment. One student bluntly
wrote, “At first, these wellness activities seemed pointless,” but she continued
doing them anyway and concluded that “as the semester continued I found
myself looking forward to these periods of self-care.” Another commented,
“When we first started, I felt that it wasn’t the most important assignment
compared to my other classes and I would push it off until I felt that I just
couldn’t anymore.” She described the assignment as “annoying” but admitted
“the more that I did them, the more that I began to enjoy them. It put the fun
into school for me.”
Even specific assignments that students did not enjoy often turned out
to be useful: “There were some challenges I didn’t love, like reading for fun.
I have trouble focusing on what I’m reading, so that created some frustration
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for me. I’m still happy I tried, because it showed me what doesn’t help me.”
A few students were honest about their partial completion of the assignment but still found benefits. One student wrote, “I can’t pretend like I’ve
been perfect and followed absolutely every week (I’m not really into animals,
unfortunately), but I genuinely appreciate that you’ve built this into the curriculum, it’s been really helpful.”
While “read for fun” and “engage with an animal” might not have been
the most popular, a few tasks stood out as clear winners. Based on their reflection essays, the two most popular tasks were “sleep” and “breathe.” Aside from
tasks that all humans necessarily undertake, each student found at least one or
two from the fourteen that strongly resonated with them, and students often
remarked that they repeated some tasks after completing the regularly scheduled activity. Many students started including the previous weeks’ wellness
tasks as part of their weekly routines to build a healthy lifestyle, even though
this took some students by surprise: “After trying some tasks I actually incorporated them into my life regularly.”
A few minor complaints aside, the reflection essays conveyed an outpouring of positive feedback. A common refrain was appreciation and gratitude:
“These activities proved to be vital in the middle of a pandemic and are one
of the main reasons why I got through the semester with good academic and
mental status.” Students appreciated not only reaping the benefits of these
tasks but also knowing that a professor cared about them: “It’s good to know
that our professors not only care about our academic performance but also
our well-being.” They also appreciated not having to feel guilty for self-care:
“I appreciate the creation of these tasks because it gave me an excuse to just
think about myself and not stress.” Taking away guilt for doing self-care tasks
made it much easier for students to focus on themselves. As one student said,
she was able to justify taking care of herself “because technically it was an
assignment.” Another wrote,
In college, even without a pandemic looming over us, so much stress
is placed on us to succeed academically. While that’s not necessarily
a bad thing, making us feel guilty for taking the time for these small
experiences can be harmful. These weekly activities really made me
okay with not romanticizing burnout and allowing myself to still be
a person and take time outside of study.
Quite a few of us in higher education still need to learn this lesson.
Instigating this assignment in their first-year-experience honors course
not only had a positive impact on students during that semester but also set
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a positive, habit-forming focus for their time at college. One student wrote,
“It may be an interesting challenge for myself to attempt to continue these
practices moving forward, but I think that starting the habits now of making
sure that I’m taking care of my mental and emotional health is a vital part of
keeping burnout away for as long as possible.” Many were optimistic about
continuing such activities: “I really believe in the Wellness Activities from
this semester and I will be implementing them into my life next semester and
probably for the rest of my college career. It really helped open my eyes to the
possibilities of relaxation and rejuvenation during times when I might feel the
opposite of relaxed.”
While I was only planning on using this assignment during the pandemic,
I will now be implementing it each fall, as some students requested:
I know these were put in place because COVID has put a lot of stress
on everyone and sometimes it makes it hard to want to focus on yourself. I believe that these wellness activities should be continued even
when everything goes back to normal. These are especially helpful
to freshmen who are making most likely their longest trip away from
home or even just being in a new environment.
Another student wrote, “I think that these activities should remain part of
the class, because honors students (myself included) often prioritize academics over caring for themselves physically, mentally, or emotionally. We need a
push to pay more attention to ourselves sometimes.” Don’t we all?
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Abstract: This article describes a collaborative writing project involving narratives
of health and caregiving. An interdisciplinary seminar titled “Narratives of Illness
and Care” examines literary and medical narratives to better understand disease,
therapeutic communication, empathy, and the social determinants of health. During the COVID-19 crisis, however, the instructor adapted course structure and
curricular assignments to help students make meaningful connections with their
immediate circumstance. The author reflects on the significance of the project during a time of global upheaval and suggests changes for future iterations.
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n fall 2019, Kelli Hand and I proposed an interdisciplinary honors seminar
titled “Narratives of Illness and Care.” This course analyzed literary and
medical narratives to better understand disease, therapeutic communication,
empathy, and the social determinants of health, fulfilling general education requirements in either literature or natural sciences. Our proposal was
accepted in spring 2020, to be taught the following year, and we agreed to put
course planning aside until after the spring semester concluded. Just before
spring break began, though, cases of COVID-19 became impossible to ignore
in the United States. The nation attempted to mitigate the rapid spread of the
virus that would soon overwhelm medical facilities and lead to emotional
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and economic devastation by “flattening the curve” through social distancing. Schools were moved online, businesses closed their doors, and millions
adjusted to working from home, were laid off, or were permanently terminated from their positions.
As case numbers grew, it became clear that our course would also need
to be delivered mostly online, synchronously, with discussion taking place in
virtual grids on brightly lit screens. This terrain was new for the two of us, as
it was for many, and we were unsure how a course we hoped would create a
safe space for students, to which they could bring personal insights from their
interactions with the medical world, would transfer to the often alienating
virtual environment. With these new challenges, I began thinking of ways to
build more material connections with one another to combat isolation. What
resulted from this effort was the creation of a class anthology of personal illness narratives written, organized, edited, and designed entirely by students,
subsequently “published” by our university printing office.
While Hand guided students through the process of writing a scientific
research paper, I was in charge of leading them through the narrative project.
The thirteen students enrolled in the class represented a range of knowledge
from diverse majors, including creative writing and nursing but also finance,
entrepreneurship, psychology, anthropology, and women, gender, and sexuality studies. To prepare this diverse group, we first discussed the formal,
thematic, and linguistic choices writers make in representing something as
nebulous as the experience of illness and pain. Two longer works—Paul Kalanithi’s When Breath Becomes Air and Anne Boyer’s The Undying—launched
these inquiries. Both texts recount the writers’ experiences with cancer, but
their approaches are quite distinct. Kalanithi uses a linear chronology, beginning with his early childhood and proceeding to his vocational successes in
neurosurgery, his eventual lung cancer diagnosis, and his subsequent reprioritizing of his life goals. The narrative brings us to his death, with an afterword
written by his widow, and is philosophical and elegiac. Boyer’s narrative, in
contrast, is fiercely political, critiquing a culture that profits from the pain of
others and an economy that pumps cancerous toxins into the environment.
She experiments with temporality and structure to replicate the disorientation she experienced undergoing treatment for breast cancer.
Discussions of these longer texts showed students the ways that form
can reinforce, challenge, or otherwise complicate narrative meaning. Shorter
pieces, which allowed us to explore a fuller range of topics and structures,
included Lorrie Moore’s short story “People Like That Are the Only People
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Here,” Leslie Jamison’s essays in The Empathy Exams, and Esmé Weijun Wang’s
“Yale Will Not Save You,” an exploration of how universities limit access for
neurodiverse students. The academic monograph Narrative Medicine by
medical doctor and literature scholar Rita Charon provided the theoretical
underpinning of the course. Patients listing their ailments are acts of narration, stories of the body, and Charon argues that medical practitioners benefit
from cultivating attentiveness to these stories by using the analytical skill of
close, critical reading. Building attentiveness to these aspects of narrative
helped students develop nuanced understandings of the experiences of others. Miriam Marty Clark writes that reading closely and critically results in the
development of mature, contemplative “moral reasoning” and a “prosocial
orientation” (151), while learning how to notice and interpret detail through
close reading “help[s] students move from reflexive responses to reflective
engagement with the world” (153). As my students read the experiences of
others with more attentiveness, even when the experiences were very different from their own, they developed a greater understanding of the ways their
stories were also situated in specific contexts.
While they read these texts, I encouraged students to treat their own
stories with the same attention to language and form. Developing skills in
close reading accorded distance from which to think more abstractly about
their subjective experiences. As they began drafting, students used the discussion board to share pre-writing and ask preliminary questions. They knew
that their stories would be shared with a wider audience of their peers and
that they could fictionalize them to protect their privacy. Taking advantage
of online learning’s potential to access multiple places simultaneously, I also
invited a creative writer who publishes on illness and the body to join us from
South Carolina to conduct a virtual workshop, and she led students through
two free-writing exercises that produced new perspectives on their stories.
Once the students drafted their essays, received feedback, and integrated
desired changes, we began the bookmaking process.
Students were divided into two teams, editorial and design, for which they
self-selected based on their perceived skillsets. The editorial team was responsible for lightly editing the essays, creating a collection title, and developing a
coherent table of contents. The challenge of this role was to synthesize each
story and construct an order that did justice to individual pieces and how the
collection would unfold for an outside reader. In a shared document, the team
summarized the major themes of each story and grouped them under the
subheadings “Diagnosis,” “Frustration,” “Healing,” and “Care.” This structure
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provided an organic master narrative of the stages of illness and demonstrated
their internalization of the importance of structure. The title, In the Temple of
Giulietta Masina’s Tears, refers to a section from Boyer’s The Undying, showing
that the course reading informed the conceptual basis from which the project grew.
The design team then assembled the collection, provided original illustrations for the cover and individual sections, and generally made the book
look professional and consistent in its font, spacing, pagination, and margins.
Their challenge, beyond these technicalities, was to make sure that the book
communicated visually what the editorial team had developed in language, a
process of translation. With soft, minimalist illustrations peppered throughout, the design team successfully produced an artifact that matched the
general tone of the stories contained therein (see Figure 1).
Because I wanted the students’ work to yield something material, I
applied for and received a small grant from the Walker Center for Teaching and Learning at my university to print the books. The design team and I
reviewed their printing options and the budget together. Other than liaising
between the design team and the printing office, which involved communicating students’ ideal design specifications, managing the budget report, and
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providing class time for students to work together, my role was minimal. Students kept in contact outside of class to finish the project through GroupMe,
a group text messaging application. In total, the project took three weeks to
complete—a week for each team to work together, and a week for printing
and distribution.
The impulse might be to grade a project like this that represents a culmination of what students learned, but I chose instead to de-emphasize the
evaluative component and allow students greater ownership and creative control over the final result. I approached this effort in the spirit of “ungrading”
(Newton et al. 41); as Jeffrey Schinske and Kimberly Tanner argue, “Grades
appear to play on students’ fears of punishment or shame, or their desires to
outcompete peers, as opposed to stimulating interest or enjoyment in learning tasks” (161). Honors students are often grade-driven, in part because of
GPA requirements and similar institutional structures, and I did not want to
bring this concern to their shared work in a pandemic year. Instead, I wanted
to provide structure for collaboration on a project that gave value to their
words; the rest was a result of intrinsic motivation and peer support. After a
semester of discussion on the healing powers of narrative, they were primed
to take great care of their peers’ words and needed no additional incentive to
work together.
This project was successful for several reasons. It appealed to two highimpact educational practices: the course was already writing-intensive, and
the collaborative nature of the project allowed students to work with that
writing in new ways (Kuh). Students understood their writing not only as
a document to be evaluated by an instructor but as a text reaching a wider
audience, which resulted in riskier creative choices and more careful editing—essentially, better writing. Adam Watkins and Zahra Tehrani discuss in a
recent issue of Honors in Practice the virtues of creative writing assignments as
pedagogical tools that offer “an inclusive and synthesizing intellectual arena”
that “challenges its practitioners to explore the interconnections between the
world of ideas and the world of our lived experience; it privileges complexity,
ambiguity, and the ongoing development of new questions” (33). Students
took advantage of the creativity and freedom afforded to them through this
open-ended project, experimenting formally with linearity, fragmentation,
stream-of-consciousness, and diary-style confessional; one student even
wrote and illustrated a children’s book. They also felt empowered to showcase talents not fully captured in a traditional reading- and discussion-based
seminar. I became aware through this project that several students were
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visual artists, had previous editorial experience, knew about book formatting, were technology-savvy, or were skilled in group leadership and project
management.
Most importantly, the process of building the book together provided a
way to build community through peer support and encouragement. Throughout the semester, we discussed empathetic listening and the value of story; this
project put those concepts into practice and honored their stories through the
careful attention that students gave to one another in the book-building process. As we discussed the concept of care abstractly, creating the book allowed
students to practice caring for one another’s stories. Students told me directly
that they had grown to care for each other, but their deepened connection is
best shown in their independent request on our last day that everyone read
their favorite passage from someone else’s story. What resulted was a feeling
of camaraderie. Students openly expressed gratitude for the vulnerability of
their peers, commented positively on one another’s stylistic and formal decisions, thanked one another after every reading, and a few even got teary-eyed
to hear their stories read by someone else. For a moment, it hardly felt that we
were separated by the mediating screen.
In the future, I will plan to have students submit a short reflection on the
process of making the book. It did not seem fair to ask this of them last minute in an already stressful semester, though we reflected verbally together on
its impact. Workload distribution did not seem to be an issue with the small
group of students I taught, but I would also ask students to state specifically
their roles in the project for accountability. Overall, students expressed strong
appreciation for what the project gave them: a way of making the course content resonate in embodied ways that promoted creativity and connection
without the mental duress of another graded assignment that produced a
material artifact of their work in a steadily virtual semester.
I also asked on the last day of class what the students would remember
from the course ten years from now. Most said they will never forget that they
took a course on illness during a global pandemic. The closeness of the content to our shared reality was always there, sometimes explicitly, sometimes
a specter. As the nation mourns, and occasionally dismisses, the hundreds of
thousands of Americans who have been taken by this pandemic, what is often
missing in media coverage is the human story, perhaps because stories can be
dangerous to status quo thinking, powerful agents of persuasion, commonality, and solidarity. A story’s specificity, its human touch, is a necessary tool for
understanding; without it, we have lost even more than we realize.
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We ended the course on a positive note: their essay collection concluded
with the categories “healing” and “care,” and as I write this, frontline healthcare workers are being vaccinated against COVID-19. Better days are ahead,
and while stories can shatter our illusions, articulate our pains, and give shape
to our sorrows, they can also heal. As Rita Charon writes, “all that we suffer
unites us, and the more deeply suffered, the more irrevocably united” (234).
Despite our digital divide this year, through the students’ collaboration, willingness, and optimism, we were together.
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am a big fan of science fiction and have a bit of a crush on Rod Serling, so
deciding what topic to teach in my Honors Forum course this semester was
a clear choice. The Twilight Zone television series provided a wide selection
of material that could be linked to the students’ diverse fields of study. The
television series tackled social issues through nonthreatening disguises (okay,
sometimes aliens were threatening), moral lessons, and fun. These features
fitted well into the one-hour Honors Forum course, which is interdisciplinary,
consists of a wide variety of learning activities, and each semester focuses on
a new topic chosen by the professor with input from the potential students.
The semester was off to a great start since 90 percent of the students had never
watched The Twilight Zone before. From the very first episode, “Where is
Everybody,” the class was hooked. Each week we watched a different episode
and then had a class discussion, group assignment, or artistic activity to match
the episode. Discussions were lively, and attendance was nearly 100% every
week. Then the announcement came that we would be moving all instruction online for the rest of the semester because of COVID-19. The interactive
social nature of the class was at risk.
To continue the enjoyable and fulfilling environment that we had created
together, the students and I discussed the best way to move forward. First,
I needed to make sure that everyone could access the episodes from their
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homes. Luckily, they all had subscriptions to Netflix. The students suggested
using a Google Chrome extension called Netflix Party; this free download
allowed all the students to join in from their homes to watch the episode
together and has a sidebar for chat, enabling students to continue their lively
class discussions. The process also helped some of the students overcome the
shyness that they had experienced in the face-to-face version of the class.
Once the class viewing and discussion were over, the students wrote a
reflective journal entry about that week’s episode. In the reflective journals,
they introduced other materials into the class, such as research articles, artwork, mythology, and scientific organizations’ websites. The independent
reflection allowed the students to think about what they had seen on the
episode, heard in the class discussion, and researched for their journal. Thus,
they developed an appreciation of how the world is interconnected and of
how much the world has changed and yet stayed the same.
At the completion of the semester, the students had watched a total of
fifteen episodes, discussed the social issues presented, learned about the science in the episodes, and enjoyed the beauty of the symbolic links to art and
mythology. The students joked that we started out studying The Twilight Zone
and somehow found ourselves in our own episode, where we were in a situation that none of us had ever expected. The topic was an ideal choice for this
weird semester, allowing the students not only to learn but to stay connected
to each other and have fun.
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“I

am thinking giant puppets!” my community partner exclaimed during
a pre-semester planning session for my honors community-engaged
art class. The image of college honors students doing papier-mâché flashed
in my mind. What? Puppets? My partner’s ideas stemmed from her thirtyyear successful career as executive director of a performing arts program for
youth in Marin City, a historically marginalized Black community in Marin
County. We were co-designing projects for my honors class as part of an effort
to ensure an accurate count for the 2020 Census. Marin City is identified as
“hard-to-count,” and we aimed to bring the community together around this
critical issue. My partner’s expertise and the relationships she has built with
Marin City residents were vital to the success of the class and the projects.
Community engagement and service learning are noted by NCHC
as modes of learning that provide “measurably broader, deeper, and more
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complex learner-centered and learner-directed experiences” (NCHC). These
educational approaches focus on the “acquisition of practical skills and experience that lead to engaged citizenship” (NCHC). While these statements
are true, they do not capture the depth of civic and democratic learning that
can occur in a critical, asset-based framework of community engagement that
imbeds community voice and knowledge and that calls for the critical analysis of root causes and structural oppression. For faculty and students this kind
of learning requires a paradigm shift from the privileging of academic expertise and controlled classroom environments. The shift requires openness and
listening, recognizing power dynamics, and supporting students in navigating
the complexity of community collaborations.
A critical and asset-based community engagement framework includes
curricula and learning that challenge the dominant norms in higher education
of who holds knowledge, expertise, or authority. Community-engaged art
puts the perspectives and experiences of community members at the center.
Participants use an inquiry-based approach so that creating and communicating knowledge is in the hands of community members. With an emphasis on
process, artistic expertise is not required to design and execute an impactful,
community-engaged art statement that conveys the histories and narratives
of a community.
On the first day of class, we met the youth in my partner’s afterschool
program at the local elementary school. Children were having fun, running
around the playground and hallway. I watched as college students took their
seats in a multipurpose room, observing that many had puzzled expressions.
My partner knew all the children by name, and she knew their parents as well.
She said to one little girl, “You need to be part of this project. I’m calling your
mother.” She took out her phone. By the end of the session, co-creators were
partnered, and the collaboration had begun.
Back on campus my students and I checked in. Their first impressions
were that the experience seemed disorganized and chaotic, and they were
concerned about being able to get anything done. As the discussion continued, students acknowledged the resources needed for what they considered
an ideal situation, which opened up a conversation on Marin County’s rank
as #1 in the state for economic inequity based on race and why this mattered
in the Census 2020 efforts. The students also began to sense the reality and
importance of the project.
The Marin City community became integral to the course as co-creators,
teachers, networkers, and experts. The artwork, designed for everyday spaces
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(e.g., laundry rooms, bus shelters, dumpsters, and parking lots) required permissions and contacts, which my partner had. Students were introduced to
a grassroots school program founded by the grandmother of a student who
attends our institution. The student spoke to her peers about the community’s
activism and organizing history, which continue today. My partner’s historical archives further informed us on this less-known story, which became the
heart of our art project: Marin City Counts!
In the end, we ran out of time to make the giant puppets, but the artwork we created for lamppost banners and bus shelters had a huge impact
and remains up even after the close of the 2020 Census. In their final essays,
students connected their creative experiences to the asset-based and critical
community-engaged framework, providing clear illustrations of how community knowledge gave rise to new understandings. Moreover, each student
could analyze the root causes and systemic issues that communities of color
face in highly segregated areas, convincing me that the broader, deeper, and
more complex learning we strive for in honors can be found in exposing students to the outstanding work that communities have already done in creating
social change.
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A

n aquatic ecologist, a cognitive psychologist, and an anthropologist walk
into a classroom. This might sound like the opening to a joke, but it is
the beginning of an innovative teaching collaboration at the University of
Montana’s Davidson Honors College to design a capstone preparation course
for honors students of all majors. These three honors faculty members were
tasked with designing an interdisciplinary research methods course satisfying an undergraduate ethics general education requirement. Although they
were well-versed in teaching research methods to students in their own disciplines, none had previously taught research methods to an interdisciplinary
audience.
In designing and teaching this course, we found that centering ethics
as the foundation of research, as well as a point of comparison between disciplines and methodologies, helped students deepen their learning about
the purpose and process of research overall. Moreover, the exposure of students to peers from a variety of academic traditions helped them understand
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research as a broader exercise outside of their own discipline. Teaching
research methods, no matter the discipline, is inherently a practice in helping
students learn skills and mindsets rather than specific knowledge because it
trains metacognitive skills, i.e., the skills of thinking about thinking (Fortuin
& Van Koppen, 2016). Students who are aware of why they are interested
in the topics they want to study, who can articulate how their approach to
research might influence their findings, and who are comfortable talking
about their own strengths and weaknesses as researchers are more likely to
be actively engaged in the self-directed learning required to complete a large,
ambitious task like a capstone project. In this process, students are also learning “self-authorship” (Baxter Magolda, 2007: 69).
We began the course by having students give Pecha Kucha presentations about who they were and why they were interested in their topic. Pecha
Kucha presentations are a series of twenty slides, using only images, where
the presenter must talk about each slide for exactly twenty seconds before the
presentation advances to the next image. These presentations led into discussion about individual stories, the power of topics we care about to hold our
interest, and differences and commonalities among the students. This sharing
also began the creation of our learning community designed to facilitate the
trust and respect needed to engage in discussion over the semester.
After covering the basics of asking and answering research questions as
well as the assessment of what constitutes peer-reviewed scholarly research,
students were asked to free-write what they perceived as the major ethical
considerations and implications of their projects. Reading these reflections,
we noticed that students who were majoring in psychology or pre-med or
who worked in research labs on campus generally had a basic understanding of the foundations of research ethics, such as minimizing harm to people
and ensuring consent. Students already engaged with research on animals on
campus also understood expectations of ethical treatment of research subjects. Other students lacked this awareness but still sought to minimize harm
and have an overall positive impact on society. In this first free-write, not all
students discussed other ethical issues that we covered later in class, including
the ethical implications of how their research might be used, how the subject
populations of their research might feel about being studied, the complicated
relationship between experts and the public, and whether they had an obligation to make their research understandable to a general audience.
About two-thirds of the way into the course, we implemented a second
free-write after covering the history and requirements of the IRB; so-called
ethics beyond the IRB; evaluation of case studies and professional ethics
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guidelines from different fields of study; the ethics of peer review; and written positionality statements about how their own experiences, preparation,
and interests might influence the execution of their research capstone. A final
writing assignment bringing all these considerations together was due at the
end of the term as part of the proposal portfolio that included a literature
review, final research questions, and proposed methods.
Overall, these activities allowed students to gain insights into their chosen academic and professional disciplines as well as the origins of the research
area they had chosen. Further, the increased reflective skills helped students
understand the knowledge and power of the systems with which they were
aligning themselves, including an awareness of how we align ourselves with
certain identities or groups and how these may influence our actions or how
we are received. Ultimately, metacognitive reflections that focused on ethics
embedded in course activities allowed students to evaluate their understanding of their research through their own interests, goals, and lived experiences.
Explicitly talking, reading about, and practicing ethical decision-making
helped students learn to recognize and then negotiate the complex ethical
challenges that arise before, during, and after their research.
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A

s outlined by the Association of American Colleges and Universities
(AAC&U), integration of high-impact practices (HIPs) can lead to
improved levels of active student learning, student-faculty interaction, and
campus engagement outside the classroom. Salisbury University’s Clarke
Honors College offers a range of HIPs for students throughout their undergraduate career, including a strong focus on one HIP specifically: undergraduate research. The focus begins in Honors 111, a required first-year-experience
course that offers students a rigorous introduction to undergraduate research
practices and asks them to develop an original research question, conduct
background research with primary and secondary sources, and support arguments with academic evidence. A hidden element of the course’s success is
not the fifteen-page final paper but a week-long mock Student Research Conference (SRC).
The SRC, a graded component of Honors 111, offers students a space to
present a poster or oral presentation of their research to an audience of peers
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and faculty. For the assignment, students submit abstracts of their research
paper, attend sessions during the week, and participate in Q and A with fellow presenters. They are evaluated on their presentation using a modified
version of the AAC&U Critical Thinking rubric. The SRC attempts to offer
a robust mock conference environment, complete with a program, feedback
cards, a post-conference survey, and guest attendees. All oral and poster sessions are moderated by Honors 111 faculty and others across campus. During
the COVID19 pandemic, the SRC occurred in a synchronous remote setting
using the Zoom platform for conference sessions; this move to a fully online
format modeled the agile response of many conferences worldwide and provided students with a unique research presentation experience.
The Honors 111 SRC serves as a critical element in the course’s overall success, benefiting both the students and the larger campus community.
First, students advance in their overall scholarly development and campus
engagement. Students gain an appreciation of the research process by drafting abstracts and presenting their preliminary work in advance of completing
their final paper. The conference also encourages students to see research not
as an individual task but as a collective enterprise that can be enriched by
community feedback and participation. For example, students learn how to
respond to questions from the audience and how to incorporate feedback
into their final papers. Finally, by recruiting faculty moderators from across
campus, the SRC creates increased opportunities for students to mingle with
potential research mentors and expand their academic areas of interest.
In addition to benefitting the individual student, the SRC supports the
larger campus community in several ways. First, the SRC reinforces the institutional focus on undergraduate research, and students are more likely to
present at future conferences, increasing the university’s presence on a local,
regional, and national scale. For example, each year a handful of Honors
111 students are accepted to present their research papers at the Northeast
Regional Honors Council (NRHC) Annual Conference. Because these students receive feedback on an abstract as part of the SRC assignment, they are
well prepared to revise these abstracts for conference submission. Further,
students who succeed in Honors 111 are skill-ready undergraduate researchers who make strong candidates for faculty labs and projects. Inviting faculty
to moderate sessions allows early access to research conversations with these
skill-ready students. In addition, by inviting representatives from the Salisbury University Office of Undergraduate Research and Creative Activity, the
SRC allows for direct conversations between students and university leaders
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in undergraduate research. Lastly, because the SRC introduces students to the
collective nature of research, they are more likely to attend and actively participate in campus research events (such as the Salisbury University Student
Research Conference), bolstering attendance numbers and student engagement. In recent years, Honors 111 students have published their research in
Laridae, Salisbury’s newly launched undergraduate research journal. Future
assessment studies by the Honors 111 team will explore whether exposure
to feedback during the SRC prepares students for the journal’s review and
revision process.
By bringing together individual researchers in a collective environment,
the SRC encourages first-year students to discover “the sense of excitement
that comes from working to answer important questions” (AAC&U). In
doing so, the SRC reinforces undergraduate research as a high-impact practice worthy of continued support and development. Hosting an SRC takes
time and intentional planning, but if embedded within a course’s larger structure, the experience can serve as a gateway to future undergraduate research
engagement for students and faculty alike.
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T

he high school graduating class of 2020 is now called the class of COVID.
Students in this class missed out on milestones like prom, graduation,
and celebration of college decision day. To create immediacy and connection with these students, course instructors need to reimagine community
in both virtual and hybrid environments. A spring 2020 survey revealed that
college students in the COVID-era crave connection; among the university’s initiatives in response to COVID, students most appreciated frequent,
clear communication with their professors (Celik Wiltse et al., 2020). One
of the key indicators of success in an online or hybrid environment is teaching presence ( Johnson, 2013). Further, use of a student-centered wellbeing
evaluation to begin class establishes that faculty care (Costa & Mims, 2020).
The positive relationships between teacher immediacy and student learning
outcomes are not a new concept in education (Christensen & Menzel, 1998),
but perhaps immediacy should be emphasized now more than ever.
This fall, we established immediacy in honors through weekly Google
form check-ins during the hybrid first-year Honors Orientation course.
248

Brief Ideas

Weekly check-ins prompted students to rate themselves on a five-point scale
ranging from 1 (“icky, horrible, bad”) to 5 (“happy, wonderful, amazing”).
Every student reporting a “1” or “2” received a customized email intervention from a member of the honors staff. Email interventions help instructors
appear more approachable by students, which is directly correlated with connection (Dean, 2013). Such interpersonal rapport between students and
teachers is associated with student learning outcomes (Murray, 1997) and
leads to higher student enjoyment and engagement (Benson, Cohen, & Buskist, 2005). Through personalized check-ins, instructors built interpersonal
rapport, encouraging participation in class discussions and helping students
develop general enjoyment of the uncertain school year.
The weekly check-ins also helped instructors identify students who were
struggling academically and emotionally with the unique academic year’s
stresses. Traditionally, online and hybrid courses result in students withdrawing 39% more often and earning average grades 10% lower than students
in traditional classrooms (Glazier, 2016). After implementing the check-in
process during fall 2020 in a hybrid environment, our combined DFW rate
(grade of a D, F, or withdrawal rate) was approximately 5%. This was half of
what our in-person rate was during the previous academic year, defying the
trends in control (non-intervention) groups reported by Glazier in 2016.
Glazier (2016) reported that a simple, instructor-driven intervention can significantly improve retention and grades.
Providing students space to reflect and report on emotional wellbeing
affects self-concept positively (Fredrickson & Joiner, 2018). For example, in
an email correspondence about a low number on a check-in, a student wrote,
“I was tired, and I missed my cat.” This email opened the door to having a
conversation about adequate rest, coping with feelings, and understanding
what a “1” on the survey meant. For instructors, a score of “1” meant a counseling intervention with a health provider was warranted; however, for some
students, a “1” meant that they were not feeling at the “top of their game.”
Helping students cope with their emotions and gain perspective created an
understanding of their feelings with more realistic self-evaluation. Change
in self-concept comes with changes in emotional beliefs and helps students
make decisions based on more realistic estimates of how they feel (Bieg,
Goetz, & Lipnevich, 2014).
Using weekly email check-ins with students who self-identified as needing support allowed relationships to form in an uncertain environment and
de-escalated the student’s negative emotions before feelings of hopelessness emerged. Nearly every student indicated appreciation for knowing that
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someone cared for them. One student expressed in a course reflection, “I really
like doing these check-ins every week because it shows that you all care about
us and our well-being.” Moreover, in the courses where the intervention was
implemented, 80% of customized interventions led to higher self-reported
feelings about wellbeing the following week. Most students were experiencing the usual effects of first-semester transition, but others experienced severe
hardships resulting from COVID fallout. Students carry their emotions, burdens, and stressors into the classroom with them (Davenport, 2019), and the
check-in self-reports acknowledged and welcomed the whole student to the
classroom.
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M

ost honors courses emphasize developing written communication and
oral communication skills, synthesizing complex course content, and
engaging in critical thinking. Courses that underscore these standard goals
naturally provide opportunities through various forms of rigorous assessment designed to inspire innovation and creativity. One common form of
assessment in an honors course is an essay or a research paper. These traditional assignments are noteworthy and demand that students use rhetorical
principles to support a thesis statement and develop supporting ideas, but
students are likely writing essays in several other classes as well. If an ancillary
goal of honors is for students to have a unique experience plus develop in the
cognitive areas outlined above, consider the potential value of a video essay.
The video essay is an opportunity for students to record their words along
with other visual elements to complete the typical requirements of a standard
written paper. The primary audio of a video essay is a student’s recorded voice
of the “script” or the essay itself, but this type of assignment can and should
include many different forms of communicative expression such as photos,
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videos, artwork, charts, graphs, music, and more. In adhering to the honors
pedagogical philosophy of allowing students choice and freedom, the video
essay options could be presented as choices for students to decide which
forms of expression to include.
Many students will likely have never completed a video essay and may
benefit from viewing examples on YouTube or elsewhere to gain a sense of the
unique possibilities that this assignment provides. Students might feel comforted when realizing that many of their favorite edited YouTube videos are
similar to video essays. There will be a central thesis, a synchronized progression of thought with supporting details or research, and a conclusion of some
sort. A few common logistical student concerns about this type of assignment
might be how to edit their work or even the best platform for recording themselves. These concerns are valid but are ultimately a part of the challenge that
this assignment provides. There are many free online platforms that make
recording and editing (if needed) relatively simple. It might help to provide
students a list of resources for completing this assignment although other students may prefer to explore possibilities independently.
A major benefit of the video essay for honors educators is its general applicability across academic disciplines. The expectations or requirements of the
assignment might need to be slightly altered, but the video essay is equally
effective in science, history, English, math, psychology, honors seminar classes,
and others. Most honors classes highlight interdisciplinary thinking, and this
form of assessment assuredly calls for a multidimensional skillset. A variation
of this assignment might be for students to work cooperatively to complete a
video essay with partners or in small groups. If partners were debating a particular topic, it could provide an interesting way to evaluate the construction
of an academic argument within a given discipline. Students could even present their individual video essays in class to facilitate a discussion with their
peers. Additionally, the video essay could be used as a capstone assignment in
a course for students to reflect on key learning outcomes during the semester.
Of course, the variations of a video essay are endless and only limited by the
instructor’s imagination.
When students have completed the video essay, they will have practiced
sharing their work orally in a way that is commonly found at academic conferences. There is tremendous value in allowing students a safe opportunity
to share their work and build confidence within an academic setting. With all
major assessments in an honors course, it is helpful to provide a time for either
formal or informal reflection. This reflection might be as simple as students
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focusing on the pros and cons of their video essay, which aids the instructor
in designing future assessments and is also a useful cognitive activity for the
student. Overall, the video essay provides a unique assignment to challenge
students in a range of conceptual skills.
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or all our emphasis on independent student inquiry in honors curricula, students get limited examples of the inevitable bumps in the road
of advanced research. In our courses, we typically assign published works,
which means that the research students read about is complete, polished, and
deemed successful by the broader scholarly community. What students do
not encounter in these models of successful research are the many uncertainties, missteps, and revisions along the way. Students are familiar with these
setbacks from their own learning experiences, but they often do not recognize
that these are universal experiences—even for the accomplished scholars
listed in their syllabi.
In my social science research methods class for second-year honors
students, I have introduced an assignment to expose students to the many
decisions and uncertainties of the research process. Students listen to six
ten-to-fifteen-minute interviews I have conducted and recorded with other
honors faculty. In each of these short interviews, I ask faculty members to
briefly explain their area of expertise and describe in their own words a
research method they employ in their work. I ask them to give an example of
a research project in which they used this method and why they believed it
was the appropriate method to answer their research question. I ask how their
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own previous experiences and personal identities influenced the decisions
they made and the types of information they had access to. I ask if they would
have done things differently. In other words, I ask the professors to reflect
on the same questions I ask my students as they embark on social science
research for the first time. After listening to the interviews, students consider
what was surprising to them and how they might apply what they learned to
the projects they are working on for the class.
In developing research proficiency, this exercise has been successful for
two main reasons. First, students appreciate hearing how the methods we
cover in class are employed in real-world examples. While the examples we
read in published works are certainly real as well, the conversational tone of
the interviews and the explanations in plain language make the research feel
more relatable and doable. Students hear the professors invoke debates we
have had in class, and they realize that the concepts we discuss have practical
applications.
Secondly, students find it helpful to hear about mistakes professors have
made. As one student reflected on hearing about a misstep in a professor’s
research: “It helps me to remember that research isn’t as clear cut as it seems
and [professors] are also human.” Another noted, “Research projects can be
really daunting and there are a lot of decisions that you have to make as a
researcher . . . it’s nice to know that professionals have their own struggles
and learning experiences.” Students respond positively when professors show
their vulnerability in this way, helping them see that failing and trying again
is part of the learning process. Students are also then more likely to raise
their own questions or concerns because they know that their professors can
empathize.
This exercise has another benefit of introducing students to members of
our broader honors community. The short interviews introduce second-year
students to a range of professors and research areas in an efficient way, providing guidance as they consider seminars for their junior year and work toward
their senior theses. I remind my second-year students that these brief interviews not only cover course content but are an opportunity to learn more
about future teachers and mentors.
A collection of faculty research interviews—whether used as an assignment in a class or as part of orientation for independent student research—is
easily adaptable and expandable. My students appreciated the audio format
of the interviews as a welcome break from reading, video lectures, and Zoom
meetings (this assignment took place during COVID-19 remote teaching),
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but it would be just as feasible to provide interview transcripts or short videos. The resource is also easy to scale up and update as new interviews can be
added to the collection and outdated ones replaced. This strategy is equally
relevant across disciplines and would be particularly useful for interdisciplinary approaches; in multiple classes or for multiple purposes, it can provide
opportunities for collaboration and consistency in honors curricula.
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T

he Sally McDonnell Barksdale Honors College at the University of Mississippi often prides itself on being the edge of the knife in conversations
about equity and access, yet such conversations only work in honors when we
commit tangible actions and resources to generate positive outcomes. Over the
last couple of years, we have recognized a group that was consistently forgotten
in our campus conversations and in our honors community: first-generation
college students.
We realized that we were not linking success in the classroom with success
in the community at large. We also noticed that the imposter syndrome, which
holds many students back from achieving their full potential inside and outside
the classroom, seems to be heightened among first-generation students. As a
result, we decided that first-generation students did not need another club to add
to their résumé or mindless activities to fill their time. They needed a network of
resources that would make the transition to college life easier and, subsequently,
make success and upward mobility feel more feasible and tangible.
In August 2019, we created the Sally McDonnell Barksdale Honors College (SMBHC) First-Gen Student Network to help first-generation students
across campus navigate the college experience. This network brings together
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faculty, students, and staff to create a community and, perhaps more importantly, a network of resources. Optional biweekly meetings address a range of
topics from financial aid and finding a job to networking and interviews. Professors and students talk, for instance, about the difficulty of going home and
of explaining college life to friends and family who may feel removed from it.
Our increased social media presence has led to many campus departments and
organizations sharing and resharing our materials and events, in turn creating
more resources for students as well as a larger community of key stakeholders
who can effect positive change.
The First-Gen Student Network works in honors. Many students in the
SMBHC are white and affluent at an already white and affluent university. Our
network has created an academic counterspace made up of racially and socioeconomically diverse young people on a campus with few formal university
spaces where such conversations can take place among a representative group
of students. This year, the network planned a university-wide, week-long, FirstGen success celebration, a multi-day networking opportunity now being used
as a springboard for larger conversations about equity and action universitywide. Furthermore, the connection with honors creates an opportunity for
undergraduate research on first-generation college student experiences, needs,
barriers, and pathways to success. This research informs campus initiatives and
programming, placing honors at the forefront of the conversation and in a place
to secure resources.
One of the key strengths of the First-Gen Student Network is that it is not
a club entailing an application, mandatory meetings, or dues. While in name
our events and resources are for first-generation students in the honors college,
these events are open to all, and we encourage cross-campus partnerships. We
recommend that honors colleges and programs ask first-generation students
what they want and need to feel supported on campus and to use a network
of these students to understand and address potential knowledge gaps. Identifying these students as early as possible will make the network beneficial for
students as well as campus administrators, staff, and faculty, helping build a culture centered on first-generation student success. The first-generation student
network model can benefit from and contribute to higher education’s social
capital when financial capital is unavailable and meritocracy is a myth.
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ree Minds Book Club is part of a youth intervention program based in
Washington, D.C., that underscores the life-changing power of reading
and writing. One feature of the organization is “On the Same Page: Write
Night,” the community engagement piece of Free Minds Poetry, which
allows inmates to share their ideas with those on the outside. In this program,
inmates write poems of self-expression, reflection, and personal growth.
While staff often cite inmates’ initial hesitancy to participate, a symptom of
their self-doubt and skepticism, inmates in hindsight often praise the cathartic growth opportunity.
Our first Write Night on campus, which the California State University,
Long Beach (CSULB) Honors Program sponsored, attracted nearly two hundred students, faculty, staff, and community members. With five or six people
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at a table, individuals received a small stack of poems, which they shared
among each other. Throughout this process, poets’ intellectual property and
student responses were identifiable by first name or initials only.
Until this past year, the D.C. office’s procedure was to send us a zip file,
which we would print, distribute, and then return via USPS (thanks to a
small grant from my college). Now that COVID has forced their hand, the
offices have pivoted to host-scheduled, monthly Write Nights via Zoom (and
the collaborative whiteboard, Miro: <https://freemindsbookclub.org/getinvolved/attend-write-night>), which, while lacking the traditional in-person
dynamic, enable anyone—anywhere—with internet access to attend. Free
Minds has plans, once lockdowns lift, to resume face-to-face readings as well
as to continue with virtual ones.
On our first Write Night in 2019, participants were instructed to write
with a unique colored marker so that authors can see how many people are, in
fact, responding to their piece. Free Minds encourages as many comments as
the page will accommodate, and after only a few minutes, the pages reflected
a rainbow of color. After approximately one hour of writing, we paused to
encourage students to share their thoughts and words with the larger group.
Because many of our students come from low-income families and found
relatable elements in the poets’ voices—for example, one student referenced
an incarcerated family member—the emotions that the poems expressed
evoked both laughter and tears as we collectively concurred that poetry is the
maximum expression of the human soul. Free Minds reminds us that while
bodies may be incarcerated, the mind can never be bound by bars or walls.
Our second event, some six weeks later, adopted the same structure and
format with one minor change: a formerly incarcerated individual who now
works as a Free Minds Ambassador joined us virtually to share his story and
to reflect on the Free Minds program in general. Our guest’s participation set
the tone for the reading and allowed students not only to put a representative
face to the poems but also to interact with him, thus better understanding
common themes and the impact of feedback for poets. Inmates often cite the
motivational remarks from readers as one of the few pleasures they have to
look forward to given their isolation and circumstances.
“Community” events like these are more relevant now than ever given
the recent social justice movements in this country; since most inmates in
the program are Black or Latinx, such events serve as overdue restorative justice endeavors. Furthermore, Free Minds exemplifies “what works in honors”
by connecting inmates with students, many of whom take literature classes;
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destigmatizing incarcerated populations; and humanizing students as they
recognize through poetic language that inmates are humans, too. Ultimately,
Free Minds Poetry reinforces the idea that prisoners should not be defined by
their offense.
Free Minds Poetry proves ideal within honors education as a high-impact
assignment, project, or research topic in any humanities-related course. In
addition, Free Minds Poetry now includes a Spanish-language counterpart,
“Mentes Libres,” which caters to Hispanic inmates, and it also serves a local
women-only penitentiary.
As the Free Minds Book Club website states, the organization is committed to “Empowering incarcerated youth to write new chapters in their lives.”
Equally as important is that our honors students see how these readings give
new meaning to “community engagement” and redefine their intellectual,
service, and leadership roles within and beyond the honors programs and
colleges they represent.
For more information about Free Minds Book Club, including hosting
your own Free Minds Poetry event and bringing your students on as interns
and local representatives in your area, please contact Outreach Coordinator
Janet Zwick: janet@freemindsbookclub.org.

reference
Free Minds Book Club. (2002). <https://freemindsbookclub.org> Accessed
17 November 2020.
________________________________________________________
The author may be contacted at
Bonnie.Gasior@csulb.edu.

262

about the authors
heike alberts is Professor of Geography and teaches interdisciplinary
and geography classes for the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh Honors College. Her broad research interests include highly skilled migrations, urban
development, chocolate, and pedagogical issues.

larry r. andrews is Dean Emeritus of the Honors College and Pro-

fessor Emeritus of English at Kent State University. His Rutgers PhD in
comparative literature led to a 41-year academic career that included teaching
in Poland and the USSR. He has published on Russian, French, and African
American literature as well as on honors history and fundraising.

ainsley ash is a senior honors student majoring in public policy leader-

ship at the University of Mississippi. She is currently conducting her honors
thesis on the experiences of first-generation and working-class students at her
university. She will be graduating in May 2021.

gregory barker is Director of Testing Services and Academic Affairs
Research Support as well as a member of the Office of Institutional Effectiveness Leadership Team at Northern Illinois University, where he also teaches
undergraduate and graduate statistics and research methods courses.

kylla benes is Director of Prestigious Scholarships at the Davidson

Honors College, University of Montana. She offers holistic advising about
scholarship applications to help students reach their academic and professional
goals. Benes teaches courses in scholarship, ecology, and science communication, and she studies how the environment shapes marine communities.

rebecca bott-knutson is Dean of the Van D. and Barbara B. Fish-

back Honors College at South Dakota State University and serves on the
NCHC Professional Development Committee. Bott-Knutson earned her
PhD in biomedical sciences from Colorado State University. Her research
interests include student development and learning as well as animal health
and wellbeing.

263

About the Authors

laurence carlin is Professor of Philosophy and Founding Dean of the
Honors College at the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh. He teaches interdisciplinary honors seminars, and his research focuses mostly on early modern
philosophy and science as well as pedagogical issues in honors education.

kimberly a. carlson is Associate Professor of Practice in Manage-

ment and Director of the Business Leadership Center in the Pamplin College
of Business at Virginia Tech; she is also a research associate with the Calhoun
Center for Higher Education Innovation. Previously, she served as Assistant
Director of the Presidential Global Scholars semester abroad program.

aaron d. cobb is Associate Professor of Philosophy and Coordinator of

the Bachelor of Interdisciplinary Studies degree program at Auburn University at Montgomery. His primary teaching and research interests are in virtue
ethics and epistemology.

lauren collins is a teaching, research, and mentoring fellow at the
Davidson Honors College at the University of Montana. She teaches community-engaged courses on refugees and forced migration, youth incarceration,
and research methods.

jayda coons is a lecturer in the honors college at the University of Ten-

nessee at Chattanooga, where she teaches courses on literature, writing, and
film. Her research focuses on nineteenth-century British novels and visual
culture.

doug corbitt has been Lecturer in the Schedler Honors College at

the University of Central Arkansas for twenty years and specializes in philosophical studies. He coordinates the student mentor program in the Schedler
Honors College and teaches classes in medical ethics, decision making, and
African voices.

anne dotter directs the honors program at Johnson County Commu-

nity College, where she teaches American Studies. A member of the Diversity
and Inclusion Committee of NCHC for a decade, Dotter is a Recommended
Program Reviewer and has recently joined the editorial board of Honors in
Practice. Her research interests include critical race and gender theory and
visual culture as well as the interconnectedness of inclusion with well-being.

264

About the Authors

evan w. faidley is Associate Lecturer in the Williams Honors College at

the University of Akron. He also designs and delivers courses in French and
higher education administration at Kent State University and Fisk University.
His research interests include career development, first-generation college
student transitions, and student affairs administration.

john falconer is Senior Advisor to the Chancellor at the University of

Nebraska at Kearney. He holds a PhD in higher administration, instruction,
and curriculum. Falconer previously served at UNK as Director of Undergraduate Research and Director of the Honors Program.

bonnie gasior is Professor of Spanish and Interim Director of the Hon-

ors Program at California State University, Long Beach. She has co-authored
a textbook and co-edited three volumes, one of which, Making Sense of the
Senses: Current Approaches in Spanish Comedia Criticism, earned the 2020
Vern Williamsen Comedia Book Prize. Gasior was also the recipient of a system-wide Faculty Innovation and Leadership Award in 2019.

myrriah gómez is an assistant professor in the University of New

Mexico Honors College. She teaches courses in Chicanx studies and atomic
culture.

hanna holmquist is Advisor and Coordinator of Student Services for
the Van D. and Barbara B. Fishback Honors College at South Dakota State
University. She has a master’s degree in communication studies from SDSU.
In addition to serving as the honors advisor, Holmquist teaches honors
classes and coordinates recruitment efforts for the college.
leah horton is serving as Associate Dean of the University of Central

Arkansas Honors College. She has an MS in biochemistry from Emory University and a PhD in interdisciplinary leadership from UCA. She teaches
classes in environmental leadership, social justice, and women and BIPOC
in STEM.

rusty jones is Director of the University Honors Program and Associate

Professor of Music Theory at Butler University. He teaches courses on Kurt
Vonnegut, Alexander Hamilton, and the analysis and interpretation of tonal
music.

265

About the Authors

cadi kadlecek is Coordinator of Programs, Events and Promotions for
the Van D. and Barbara B. Fishback Honors College at South Dakota State
University. She earned her master’s degree in communication studies from
Illinois State University. Her research interests include communication education, positive psychology, and experiential learning.
mimi killinger is an associate professor and the Rezendes Preceptor for
the Arts in the Honors College of the University of Maine. She had the honor
of serving as the 2018–2019 Distinguished Visiting Professor in the Academy Scholars Program at the United States Air Force Academy. Her research
focuses on twentieth-century United States history, particularly women’s history, and on honors education.

kathleen king is beginning her seventh year as Director of the Dr. Lydia

R. Daniel Honors Program at Hillsborough Community College in Tampa,
Florida. King has served on the NCHC Board of Directors two terms and
serves on the NCHC Finance and Partners in the Parks committees. She is
currently President Elect on the Florida Collegiate Honors Council.

stacia kock is Assistant Professor and Faculty Director of the Bellavance
Honors Program for Salisbury University’s Clarke Honors College. She coordinates the honors living-learning communities and teaches courses related
to her research interests in gender and work.
stephanie n. lewis is Collegiate Assistant Professor in the Virginia
Tech Honors College, where she develops and teaches courses on the process
of conducting research and use of data in the decision-making process. She
conducts research on the process by which undergraduates learn problem
solving skills.
ilene d. lieberman is Gabriel Lukas Professor of Fine Arts at Widener

University and has directed the Honors Program in General Education since
2002. She leaves that position at the end of the 2020–2021 academic year.

peter longo is a professor of political science at the University of

Nebraska at Kearney. He holds a PhD (political science) and a JD from the
University of Nebraska-Lincoln. He is also a Faculty Fellow at the Daugherty
Water for Food Global Institute at the University of Nebraska. Longo previously served as Director of the Honors Program.
266

About the Authors

satoshi machida is a Ron and Carol Cope Professor in the Department

of Political Science at the University of Nebraska at Kearney. He holds a PhD
in political science from the University of Kentucky. Machida is also a Faculty
Fellow at the Daugherty Water for Food Global Institute at the University of
Nebraska.

krista manley earned her doctorate in cognitive psychology at Iowa

State University. She is a user experience researcher at Workiva in Montana.
She previously worked as a postdoctoral fellow at the Davidson Honors College at the University of Montana, where she taught research and special
topics courses.

cathlena martin is Director of the University of Montevallo Honors

Program and Associate Professor of Game Studies and Design. In addition
to other directorial and teaching duties, she developed a first-year experience
course for incoming honors students.

lucy morrison is Director of the University Honors Program and Pro-

fessor of English at the University of Nebraska at Omaha. She specializes in
British Romantic literature and co-edits European Romantic Review.

marc napolitano is Director of Faculty Development and Assistant

Professor of English at the United States Air Force Academy. He previously taught at West Point. His academic areas of expertise include the long
nineteenth century, the rise of the novel, and the life and works of Charles
Dickens. At USAFA, he administers the dean’s teaching certificate program
and runs the new faculty orientation program.

anna m. nogar is Associate Professor of Hispanic Southwest Studies in
the Department of Spanish and Portuguese at the University of New Mexico.
Her research and teaching focus on Mexican and New Mexican literary and
cultural studies.

jennifer f. nyland is Associate Professor of Biological Sciences at

Salisbury University. She serves as Faculty Director of the Henson Honors
Program in Science and Mathematics for Salisbury University’s Clarke
Honors College.

267

About the Authors

desen s. ozkan is a postdoctoral researcher in the Tufts University Center
for Engineering Education Outreach and Institute for Research on Learning
and Instruction. She has research interests in interdisciplinary curriculum
development in undergraduate engineering education. She previously worked
as a Graduate Research Assistant for the Virginia Tech Honors College.
jeffrey a. portnoy is Co-Chair of the NCHC Publications Board and

General Editor of the NCHC Monograph Series. He is an NCHC Fellow
and recipient of the 2014 Ron Brandolini Award for Excellence at a Two-Year
Institution. He is Professor Emeritus of English and Former Associate Dean
of the Honors College at Perimeter College of Georgia State University.

katie quirk teaches in the University of Maine Honors College and

College of Education. She is part of a team working to redesign her college’s
four-year honors curriculum. Her middle-grade novel, which is set in postindependence Tanzania, is entitled A Girl Called Problem.

andrea radasanu is Director of the University Honors Program at
Northern Illinois University as well as Associate Professor of Political Science. Her research and teaching focus on the history of political thought,
including the origins of international law.
brigett scott is Associate Professor of Dietetics and Director of the

Honors Program at Nicholls State University. She also serves as Associate
Dean of the College of Sciences and Technology. She teaches courses in
nutrition and dietetics as well as forum courses for the honors program.

gregory shufeldt is Assistant Professor of Political Science at Butler University. Within American politics, his research and teaching interests
include political parties, state and local politics, and political inequality.

lynn sondag is Professor of Art, Design and Visual Studies and Honors

Program Director at Dominican University of California. Her teaching and
scholarship involve community-engaged art and emphasize the integral relationship between the arts and civic engagement.

rebecca summer is Assistant Professor of Urban Geography in the

University Honors College at Portland State University. She teaches courses
on social science research methods, thesis writing, and the history of urban
development in the United States.
268

About the Authors

raymond c. thomas is a doctoral student in the School of Public and
International Affairs at Virginia Tech. He holds master’s degrees in political
science from Virginia Tech and the University of South Carolina. His research
interests include pedagogy, international relations, and U.S. foreign policy.

bruce thompson is Professor of History at Frederick Community

College, where he has directed the honors program since 2004. He is also a
member of the Two-Year College Committee and a program reviewer with
NCHC.

anne-lise k. velez is Collegiate Associate Professor in the College of

Urban Affairs and Planning and the Honors College at Virginia Tech, where
she researches governance issues in disaster planning and response and
teaches courses on research methods, policy, and decision-making.

nicholas vick is Director of the Learning Commons and Honors Pro-

gram at Tallahassee Community College. He teaches English composition,
leadership development, and honors seminar courses. His research interests
include community college leadership and student success initiatives.

booker (trey) white is a senior in the Schedler Honors College at
the University of Central Arkansas majoring in public administration. While
in honors, he served as a student mentor, student ambassador, and student
peer coach. He plans to pursue a master’s in public administration following
graduation.

ashleen williams is the Senior Barksdale Fellow at the Sally McDon-

nell Barksdale Honors College at the University of Mississippi, where she
teaches first-year seminars. As a Mitchell Scholar, she earned a master’s degree
from the University of Ulster. She also teaches courses in Persian Gulf politics
and conflict studies.

betsy greenleaf yarrison, who teaches in the Klein Family School
of Communications Design at the University of Baltimore, was the founding director of their Helen P. Denit Honors Program. She currently serves as
president of the Maryland Collegiate Honors Council and co-chairs NCHC’s
Awards & Grants Committee and its Education of the Gifted Special Interest
Section.

269

about the nchc monograph series
The Publications Board of the National Collegiate Honors Council typically publishes two to three monographs a year. The subject matter and style
range widely: from handbooks on nuts-and-bolts practices and discussions of
honors pedagogy to anthologies on diverse topics addressing honors education and issues relevant to higher education.
The Publications Board encourages people with expertise interested in writing such a monograph to submit a prospectus. Prospective authors or editors
of an anthology should submit a proposal discussing the purpose or scope of
the manuscript; a prospectus that includes a chapter by chapter summary; a
brief writing sample, preferably a draft of the introduction or an early chapter; and a curriculum vitae. All monograph proposals will be reviewed by the
NCHC Publications Board.
We accept material by email attachment in Word (not pdf).
Direct all proposals, manuscripts, and inquiries about submitting a proposal
to the General Editor of the NCHC Monograph Series:
Dr. Jeffrey A. Portnoy
General Editor, NCHC Monograph Series
Professor Emeritus of English
Honors College
Perimeter College
Georgia State University
jportnoy@gsu.edu

270

NCHC Monographs & Journals
Assessing and Evaluating Honors Programs and Honors Colleges: A Practical Handbook by
Rosalie Otero and Robert Spurrier (2005, 98pp). This monograph includes an overview of assessment and evaluation practices and strategies. It explores the process for conducting self-studies and
discusses the differences between using consultants and external reviewers. It provides a guide to
conducting external reviews along with information about how to become an NCHC-Recommended
Site Visitor. A dozen appendices provide examples of “best practices.”
Beginning in Honors: A Handbook by Samuel Schuman (Fourth Edition, 2006, 80pp). Advice on
starting a new honors program. Covers budgets, recruiting students and faculty, physical plant, administrative concerns, curriculum design, and descriptions of some model programs.
Breaking Barriers in Teaching and Learning edited by James Ford and John Zubizarreta (2018,
252pp). This volume—with wider application beyond honors classrooms and programs—offers various ideas, practical approaches, experiences, and adaptable models for breaking traditional barriers
in teaching and learning. The contributions inspire us to retool the ways in which we teach and create
curriculum and to rethink our assumptions about learning. Honors education centers on the power of
excellence in teaching and learning. Breaking free of barriers allows us to use new skills, adjusted ways
of thinking, and new freedoms to innovate as starting points for enhancing the learning of all students.
Building Honors Contracts: Insights and Oversights edited by Kristine A. Miller (2020, 320pp).
Exploring the history, pedagogy, and administrative structures of mentored student learning, this
collection of essays lays a foundation for creative curricular design and for honors contracts being collaborative partnerships involving experiential learning. This book offers a blueprint for building honors
contracts that transcend the transactional.
The Demonstrable Value of Honors Education: New Research Evidence edited by Andrew J.
Cognard-Black, Jerry Herron, and Patricia J. Smith (2019, 292pp). Using a variety of different methods
and exploring a variety of different outcomes across a diversity of institutions and institution types, the
contributors to this volume offer research that substantiates in measurable ways the claims by honors
educators of value added for honors programming.
Fundrai$ing for Honor$: A Handbook by Larry R. Andrews (2009, 160pp). Offers information and
advice on raising money for honors, beginning with easy first steps and progressing to more sophisticated and ambitious fundraising activities.
A Handbook for Honors Administrators by Ada Long (1995, 117pp). Everything an honors administrator needs to know, including a description of some models of honors administration.
A Handbook for Honors Programs at Two-Year Colleges by Theresa A. James (2006, 136pp). A
useful handbook for two-year schools contemplating beginning or redesigning their honors program
and for four-year schools doing likewise or wanting to increase awareness about two-year programs
and articulation agreements. Contains extensive appendices about honors contracts and a comprehensive bibliography on honors education.
The Honors College Phenomenon edited by Peter C. Sederberg (2008, 172pp). This monograph
examines the growth of honors colleges since 1990: historical and descriptive characterizations of
the trend, alternative models that include determining whether becoming a college is appropriate, and
stories of creation and recreation. Leaders whose institutions are contemplating or taking this step as
well as those directing established colleges should find these essays valuable.
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Honors Composition: Historical Perspectives and Contemporary Practices by Annmarie Guzy
(2003, 182pp). Parallel historical developments in honors and composition studies; contemporary honors writing projects ranging from admission essays to theses as reported by over 300 NCHC members.
Honors Programs at Smaller Colleges by Samuel Schuman (Third Edition, 2011, 80pp). Practical
and comprehensive advice on creating and managing honors programs with particular emphasis on
colleges with fewer than 4,000 students.
The Honors Thesis: A Handbook for Honors Directors, Deans, and Faculty Advisors by Mark
Anderson, Karen Lyons, and Norman Weiner (2014, 176pp). To all those who design, administer, and
implement an honors thesis program, this handbook offers a range of options, models, best practices,
and philosophies that illustrate how to evaluate an honors thesis program, solve pressing problems,
select effective requirements and procedures, or introduce a new honors thesis program.
Housing Honors edited by Linda Frost, Lisa W. Kay, and Rachael Poe (2015, 352pp). This collection
of essays addresses the issues of where honors lives and how honors space influences educators
and students. This volume includes the results of a survey of over 400 institutions; essays on the
acquisition, construction, renovation, development, and even the loss of honors space; a forum offering a range of perspectives on residential space for honors students; and a section featuring student
perspectives.
If Honors Students Were People: Holistic Honors Education by Samuel Schuman (2013, 256pp).
What if honors students were people? What if they were not disembodied intellects but whole persons
with physical bodies and questing spirits? Of course . . . they are. This monograph examines the spiritual yearnings of college students and the relationship between exercise and learning.
Inspiring Exemplary Teaching and Learning: Perspectives on Teaching Academically Talented
College Students edited by Larry Clark and John Zubizarreta (2008, 216pp). This rich collection
of essays offers valuable insights into innovative teaching and significant learning in the context of
academically challenging classrooms and programs. The volume provides theoretical, descriptive,
and practical resources, including models of effective instructional practices, examples of successful
courses designed for enhanced learning, and a list of online links to teaching and learning centers and
educational databases worldwide.
Internationalizing Honors edited by Kim Klein and Mary Kay Mulvaney (2020, 468pp.). This monograph takes a holistic approach to internationalization, highlighting how honors has gone beyond
providing short-term international experiences for students and made global issues and experiences
central features of curricular and co-curricular programming. The chapters present case studies that
serve as models for honors programs and colleges seeking to initiate and further their internationalization efforts.
Occupy Honors Education edited by Lisa L. Coleman, Jonathan D. Kotinek, and Alan Y. Oda (2017,
394pp). This collection of essays issues a call to honors to make diversity, equity, and inclusive excellence its central mission and ongoing state of mind. Echoing the AAC&U declaration “without inclusion
there is no true excellence,” the authors discuss transformational diversity, why it is essential, and how
to achieve it.
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The Other Culture: Science and Mathematics Education in Honors edited by Ellen B. Buckner
and Keith Garbutt (2012, 296pp). A collection of essays about teaching science and math in an honors
context: topics include science in society, strategies for science and non-science majors, the threat of
pseudoscience, chemistry, interdisciplinary science, scientific literacy, philosophy of science, thesis
development, calculus, and statistics.
Partners in the Parks: Field Guide to an Experiential Program in the National Parks by Joan
Digby with reflective essays on theory and practice by student and faculty participants and National
Park Service personnel (First Edition, 2010, 272pp). This monograph explores an experiential learning
program that fosters immersion in and stewardship of the national parks. The topics include program
designs, group dynamics, philosophical and political issues, photography, wilderness exploration, and
assessment.
Partners in the Parks: Field Guide to an Experiential Program in the National Parks edited by
Heather Thiessen-Reily and Joan Digby (Second Edition, 2016, 268pp). This collection of recent
photographs and essays by students, faculty, and National Park Service rangers reflects upon PITP
experiential learning projects in new NPS locations, offers significant refinements in programming and
curriculum for revisited projects, and provides strategies and tools for assessing PITP adventures.
Place as Text: Approaches to Active Learning edited by Bernice Braid and Ada Long (Second Edition, 2010, 128pp). Updated theory, information, and advice on experiential pedagogies developed
within NCHC during the past 35 years, including Honors Semesters and City as Text™, along with
suggested adaptations to multiple educational contexts.
Preparing Tomorrow’s Global Leaders: Honors International Education edited by Mary Kay Mulvaney and Kim Klein (2013, 400pp). A valuable resource for initiating or expanding honors study abroad
programs, these essays examine theoretical issues, curricular and faculty development, assessment,
funding, and security. The monograph also provides models of successful programs that incorporate
high-impact educational practices, including City as Text™ pedagogy, service learning, and undergraduate research.
Setting the Table for Diversity edited by Lisa L. Coleman and Jonathan D. Kotinek (2010, 288pp).
This collection of essays provides definitions of diversity in honors, explores the challenges and opportunities diversity brings to honors education, and depicts the transformative nature of diversity when
coupled with equity and inclusion. These essays discuss African American, Latinx, international, and
first-generation students as well as students with disabilities. Other issues include experiential and
service learning, the politics of diversity, and the psychological resistance to it. Appendices relating to
NCHC member institutions contain diversity statements and a structural diversity survey.
Shatter the Glassy Stare: Implementing Experiential Learning in Higher Education edited by
Peter A. Machonis (2008, 160pp). A companion piece to Place as Text, focusing on recent, innovative
applications of City as Text™ teaching strategies. Chapters on campus as text, local neighborhoods,
study abroad, science courses, writing exercises, and philosophical considerations, with practical
materials for instituting this pedagogy.
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Teaching and Learning in Honors edited by Cheryl L. Fuiks and Larry Clark (2000, 128pp). Presents
a variety of perspectives on teaching and learning useful to anyone developing new or renovating
established honors curricula.
Writing on Your Feet: Reflective Practices in City as Text™ edited by Ada Long (2014, 160pp). A
sequel to the NCHC monographs Place as Text: Approaches to Active Learning and Shatter the Glassy
Stare: Implementing Experiential Learning in Higher Education, this volume explores the role of reflective writing in the process of active learning while also paying homage to the City as Text™ approach
to experiential education that has been pioneered by Bernice Braid and sponsored by NCHC during
the past four decades.
Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council (JNCHC) is a semi-annual periodical featuring
scholarly articles on honors education. Articles may include analyses of trends in teaching methodology, articles on interdisciplinary efforts, discussions of problems common to honors programs, items
on the national higher education agenda, and presentations of emergent issues relevant to honors
education.
Honors in Practice (HIP) is an annual journal of applied research publishing articles about innovative honors practices and integrative, interdisciplinary, and pedagogical issues of interest to honors
educators.
UReCA: The NCHC Journal of Undergraduate Research and Creative Activity is a web-based,
peer-reviewed journal edited by honors students that fosters the exchange of intellectual and creative
work among undergraduates, providing a platform where all students can engage with and contribute
to the advancement of their individual fields. To learn more, visit <http://www.nchc-ureca.com>.
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